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INTRODUCTION

I’ll admit it. I love the saints. I’ve loved them for as long as I can remember. One of the first joys of my childhood was receiving a book about St. Francis of Assisi. (And one of my first great disappointments was not being chosen to play the role of St. Clare in our third-grade production of St. Francis’s life.) I can’t imagine life without the saints. I don’t know what I would do without St. Anthony to help find lost objects, or St. Elizabeth Ann Seton to confer with about child-rearing, or Blessed Diana D’Andalo to consult on maintaining friendships. I know my life would be diminished without a celestial shoulder or two to cry on occasionally or a heavenly companion to share an earthly joy.

But what is a saint?

Anyone who is in heaven is a saint, but a Saint with a capital S in the Catholic and Orthodox tradition is someone whose life so exemplifies holiness and virtue that the Church has officially declared them to be in heaven. (Interestingly, although thousands of people are officially said to be in heaven, not one single person has ever officially been declared to be in hell!)

The lengthy process by which a person is named a capital S saint is called canonization. If a person has shown great holiness in life, he or she may be called “Venerable” after death. This step in the saint-making process indicates the person may be honored. The next step is beatification. After more investigation and indisputable evidence of miracles worked through the person’s intercession, a “Venerable” may be named “Blessed” and assigned an official feast day—usually the day of death (their birthday into heaven). Then, after more investigation and more miracles, a “Blessed” may finally be canonized and declared an official capital S saint. The only exception to the process is a martyr, a person who is killed for the faith. In those cases, the need for a miracle may be waived. The saints in this book, with a few notable exceptions such as Mother Teresa of Calcutta, are either official capital S saints or are in the process of becoming official saints.

So what are the saints really like?

All too often, we think of them as heavenly Goody Two-shoes who did nothing except pray, perform good deeds, and make every-one feel guilty for not living up to their example. While some of the saints did spend all (or most) of their time praying and doing good deeds (and probably making others feel guilty), the majority were real people—with all the foibles, eccentricities, and charm of real people.

That’s what makes the saints so appealing—they’re ordinary people with one extraordinary difference; they’ve been so inflamed with the love of God that their entire lives are a celebration of God’s love and goodness. They were so passionately in love with God while they were living, they’re now believed to be permanently with God for all eternity in heaven.

In writing this book, it was my hope to share some of the saints’ successes and failures, joys and sorrows as an encouragement for your own spiritual journey. I hope that you come to discover, by their example, that we each have our own path of spiritual growth and development. The saints were never plaster statues on a heavenly assembly line. They made mistakes in everything from business deals to marriage. They suffered the same heartaches, illnesses, and sorrows that we suffer. And they experienced all the joys of everyday life. They didn’t become saints because they were perfect; they became saints because they let God transform their imperfections.

I love the saints, not because of their sanctity—although that is certainly important—but because of their humanity. I hope through this book, you will find at least one heavenly friend to know and love. But more than that, I hope as you discover the love the saints had for God, you will also discover how much love God has for each and every one of us. And I pray that you will realize God is calling each and every one of us to become saints as well.
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MARY, MOTHER OF JESUS

FIRST CENTURY

Appointment books. Planners. Calendars. We outline our present, plan our future, and review our past. We know exactly where we want to be and how we want to get there. And then it happens—the unexpected, the unplanned, the unforeseen. The death of a family member. A job change. A serious illness. Our neatly ordered lives are shattered and we are left holding the pieces.

How do we react when things happen that we can’t control? Do we rail against the heavens, demanding answers, or do we accept, trusting that everything will work out according to divine plan?

Mary certainly wasn’t expecting an angel to appear to her and ask if she was willing to become the mother of the Messiah. Naturally, she had a few questions—like, how can this happen when I am neither married nor involved in a sexual relationship? Yet once her questions were resolved, she answered “Fiat” (“Let it be done to me according to God’s will”). She was willing to trust, even when it entailed mystery and the unknown.

As we begin a new year, let us resolve to accept with joy the twists and turns life brings us. Let us open our hearts to the wonder of each new day and trust that our lives are unfolding the way they ought.

Do I have to be in control of everything? In what areas can I let others have their say?
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TODAY, AND EVERY DAY, I WILL TRUST IN THE GOODNESS AND WISDOM OF LIFE.
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ST. BASIL THE GREAT

329–379

Do you sometimes feel you can’t win for losing? St. Basil the Great could empathize. Archbishop of what is now southeastern Turkey and founder of what was probably the first monastery in Asia Minor, St. Basil was deeply embroiled in leading the fight against the Arians, who argued that Jesus was neither divine nor eternal. In his attempts to defend the faith, Basil was even accused of heresy himself. Frustrated and dismayed, he wrote, “For my sins I seem to be unsuccessful in everything.”

Often when life’s struggles sap our energy, we also feel unsuccessful in everything. Our past triumphs fade under the weight of the current failure, and we slip into self-pity. We are tempted to give up.

Even a saint as great as Basil the Great wasn’t immune to such a temptation. Yet he didn’t let his negative feelings rule his life. He continued preaching with such zeal that today he is considered one of the most eminent teachers of the Church.

St. Basil didn’t surrender in the face of seeming failure. He kept going, even when he undoubtedly would rather have retreated to the sanctuary of his monastery. His life demonstrates that perseverance is just another name for success. When we feel tempted to give up, let us remember, as Charles Spurgeon said, “By perseverance the snail reached the Ark.” May we emulate the example of Basil the Great.

How do I react when I feel like a failure? What keeps me going when I feel the most discouraged?
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I GIVE MYSELF CREDIT FOR ALL I HAVE ACCOMPLISHED.
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ST. GENEVIEVE

A.D. 500

Most of us spend a good deal of time each day dealing with food. Ironically, one of the times when we have to concentrate the most on food is when we are eating the least—during a diet. Many dieters constantly weigh and measure portions, evaluating fat content and trying to convince themselves that a carrot stick tastes much better than a slice of cheesecake.

St. Genevieve, who lived in Paris at the time Attila the Hun was pillaging most of Western Europe, is said to have eaten only barley bread with a few beans—and that meager meal only on Sundays and Thursdays. While we can’t be sure if the story is true, if it is, then she maintained a very stringent diet most of her life.

So why is she the patron saint of Paris? When Childeric, the king of the Franks, blockaded the city, the citizens were besieged by famine. St. Genevieve led a company to find food and brought back several boats filled with corn. She, who ate almost nothing herself, is remembered for having fed a city.

Sometimes in our quest for the perfect body, we treat food as if it were the enemy. Food, in and of itself, is neither good nor bad. It can be a means of discipline, as it was for St. Genevieve, or a source of salvation, as it was for the people of Paris. The key is to know, as did Genevieve, which is which.

How important is food in my life? Do I use food or do I let it use me?
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I GIVE THANKS FOR THE FOOD I EAT, WHICH GIVES ME LIFE AND SUSTAINS ME THROUGHOUT THE DAY.
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ST. ELIZABETH ANN SETON

1774–1821

Elizabeth Ann Seton, the first native-born North American saint, was well-acquainted with loss. Her mother died when she was three; her beloved father died of yellow fever; her husband died when she was only twenty-nine, leaving her with five small children; her sisters-in-law, with whom she founded a religious order, both died young; and in the following decade, her daughters Anna Maria and Rebecca, on whom she doted, also died.

You might think a woman as devout and dedicated as Elizabeth Ann Seton would have been stoic. Each time one of her loved ones died, however, she grieved deeply. Even when we aren’t mourning the death of a loved one, we experience the pain of loss. Implied in every beginning is an ending. And yet, in every ending is a beginning. Each day, we are given a fresh chance to love and to be loved.

When we cling too tightly to the people and things in our lives, we have no room for God’s new beginnings. After all, we cannot experience the warmth of spring until winter relinquishes its icy grasp. Even in the midst of her grief, Elizabeth Ann Seton never lost sight of that truth. “In heaven we shall know each other by a glance of the soul,” she wrote. Only when we let the endings in our life point to new beginnings will our life have real meaning.

What am I clinging to? What has to end so I can begin again?
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I CELEBRATE EACH DAY AS A NEW BEGINNING AND A FRESH START.


[image: Image] JANUARY 5 [image: Image] MONEY [image: Image]

ST. JOHN NEUMANN

1811–1860

How much money would it take for you to feel comfortable? Some studies have indicated that no matter what you earn, your so-called comfort zone is just a little bit higher. Most of us seem to believe we would finally feel content if we earned a few thousand dollars more each year.

Bishop John Neumann, the fourth bishop of Philadelphia, understood the fallacy of such thinking. He took the vow of poverty he made as a Redemptorist priest so literally that he gave away virtually everything he owned. Once, when he arrived home with wet feet, someone suggested he change his shoes. He answered that if he did, it would be to put his left shoe on his right foot and vice versa since he owned only one pair. At his funeral, he was clad in a new suit of clothes for the first time in many years.

St. John Neumann did not choose a life of poverty because he enjoyed deprivation. He chose to divest himself of material possessions because he understood that the real treasures of life can never be purchased.

When we value ourselves merely for what we own, we will always be poor. Only when we realize that God values us for what we are, not what we have, do we become rich beyond measure.

How does my income affect the way I think about myself? What do I consider my greatest treasures?
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I AM NOT MY MONEY. I CAN BE RICH, NO MATTER WHAT MY CIRCUMSTANCES.
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BLESSED BROTHER ANDRÉ

1845–1937

“A joyful heart is good medicine, but a broken spirit dries up the bones,” says the Book of Proverbs. Blessed Brother André, called the “Miracle Worker of Montreal,” for the many cures his prayers wrought, would have agreed. Born Alfred Bessette, he entered the Congregation of the Holy Cross at age twenty-five. Over the next fifty years, thousands of people came to him begging for his prayers and guidance. As well known as he was for his devotion to St. Joseph and his down-to-earth advice, Brother André was equally well known for his sense of humor. “You mustn’t be sad,” he said. “It is good to laugh a little.”

Modern medicine agrees with Brother André. Research shows laughter strengthens the immune system and bolsters the body’s ability to heal itself. It helps us to share a moment of grace with others. Even more than that, laughter refreshes our souls by allowing us to connect directly with God.

Laughter is one of the tools God uses to break down our walls of defensiveness and isolation. When we laugh, we strip away our conventions and preconceived notions. We allow ourselves to become more open and responsive to the gift of the moment. It is precisely in those moments when we shed our brittle shells that God dances into our lives, transforming and renewing our very beings.

What makes me feel the most joyful? When was the last time I laughed out loud?
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TODAY I WILL FIND SOMETHING TO LAUGH ABOUT, EVEN IF IT IS JUST AT MY OWN FOIBLES.
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ST. RAYMUND OF PEÑAFORT

1175–1275

Every day we are bombarded with advertisements extolling the virtues of youth. From TV to radio to newspapers and magazines, the advertising industry would have us believe that once we are over twenty-five, life is all downhill. We are told, in subtle and not so subtle ways, that we should do all we can to deny the aging process, for only the young live rewarding, fulfilling lives.

St. Raymund of Peñafort lived at a time when life expectancy hovered around the mid-thirties. When he became a Dominican at forty-seven, he undoubtedly figured his life was virtually over. Little did he know that at sixty he would become Archbishop of Tarragona and at sixty-three he would become the third Master General of the Dominican Order. When he retired at sixty-five, he still had thirty-four more years to live. He died when he was one hundred years old.

Although we can’t count on living as long as St. Raymund, we can trust that we will live as many days as have been divinely given to us. As the Psalmist says, “In Your book they were all written, the days that were ordained for me when as yet there was not of them.”

How do I feel when I spot a wrinkle or a gray hair? Does it bother me to tell people how old I am?

[image: Image]

AGE IS ONLY A STATE OF MIND. I AM NOT GROWING OLDER. I AM GROWING BETTER.
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ST. THORFINN

A.D. 1285

The closest St. Thorfinn, a Norwegian bishop, came to fame occurred when he sided with the archbishop of Norway in a dispute against King Eric and was subsequently banished. He ended up at a Cistercian abbey in Flanders, where he died and was quickly forgotten.

More than fifty years later, when some construction work was being done, his tomb was opened and his remains were said to have given off a pleasant aroma. An elderly monk who had recalled Thorfinn’s virtue had written a poem about him which was still hanging above the tomb. These events were taken by the Abbot as signs that Thorfinn should be remembered. And so he has been, for more than seven hundred years.

Most of us will live ordinary lives. We will take care of our families, do our jobs, and be ordinary law-abiding citizens. It doesn’t seem like much, but in the heavenly scheme of things, it is more than enough.

God doesn’t say we have to perform mighty deeds to get to heaven. We just have to do what we are called to do—no matter how insignificant that might seem. St. Thorfinn lived a very ordinary life, yet it was enough to ensure him a place in heaven. No matter how routine our lives may seem, it is precisely in the forge of the ordinary that the silver of eternal life is fashioned.

What part of my life is the most routine? If I think of my life as normal, rather than ordinary, how does that change my feelings?
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TODAY I THANK GOD FOR ALL THE ORDINARY IN MY LIFE.
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ST. ADRIAN

A.D. 710

It takes a good deal of self-knowledge and self-confidence to turn down a prestigious position. When we consider the honor and glory, we are inclined to say yes too eagerly. If we then find ourselves in over our heads, we may begin to regret our decision.

St. Adrian didn’t fall into that trap. Although Pope Vitalian wanted to make him archbishop of Canterbury, he declined, agreeing instead to be the assistant and adviser to the man he recommended—St. Theodore. In his turn, St. Theodore made Adrian the Abbot of Canterbury, where he instructed students from all over the British Isles in classical languages and virtue.

Although St. Adrian probably would have made a perfectly fine archbishop, he found his success as a teacher. He is said to have “illuminated” England by both his doctrine and his example. Had he chosen the more prestigious path as archbishop, how many lives would have been the poorer?

Knowing our own strengths as well as our weaknesses allows us to make choices that are best not only for our own spiritual growth, but also for the growth of those around us. We can never know for certain, but perhaps Theodore would never have become a saint if he hadn’t been named archbishop. Perhaps Adrian himself would not have become a saint if he had been the archbishop.

If someone asks me to list my characteristics, am I more inclined to look at my weaknesses instead of my abilities?
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TODAY I SEEK THE WISDOM TO KNOW MYSELF, MY STRENGTHS AS WELL AS MY WEAKNESSES.
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ST. PETER ORSEOLO

928–987

Ever wonder what it would be like to run away from home? St. Peter Orseolo did more than wonder. On the night of September 1, 978, Orseolo, who was the doge of Venice, left his wife of thirty-two years and his only son to enter a Benedictine abbey on the border of France and Spain. For a long time his family had no idea where he was.

Running away from home didn’t make Peter Orseolo a saint—his life of asceticism and prayer did that—but his desire to escape is something with which many of us can identify. Sometimes the pressure of work and family become so overwhelming we feel like our spirits are being crushed. That’s the time to make a retreat.

A retreat is a time set apart from the ordinary routine to reflect, pray, and contemplate. Even if we don’t have time for an extended retreat, we all have time for a mini-retreat.

Set aside a block of time—a couple of hours will do. Find a quiet spot where you can be alone. Bring along a few soul-nourishing objects, like a candle, a flower, or a favorite book. Shut the door and leave the cares of the day on the other side. This isn’t a time to “do.” It’s a time to “be.” Thank God for the blessings in your life and then rest in the silence.

How do I feel when I take time for myself? If I could run away, where would I go?
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I WILL TAKE TIME TODAY TO NOURISH MY SOUL WITH BEAUTY AND SILENCE.
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ST. THEODOSIUS THE CENOBIARCH

423–529

Robert Burns wrote: “The best laid schemes o’ mice and men/Gang aft a-gley.” It was as true in the time of St. Theodosius as it is today.

In the sixth century, the emperor Anastasius held heretical views about the nature of Christ. After trying unsuccessfully to bring Theodosius over to his side, the emperor hit on the scheme of sending Theodosius a large sum of money, ostensibly out of charity but in reality as a bribe. The emperor felt that the money would succeed where other persuasions had failed. Unhappily for Anastasius, Theodosius distributed the money to the poor while maintaining his firm stand against the heresy.

Sometimes we act more than a little like the emperor. We want something so badly that we devise what seems like a foolproof plan to get our own way. Then, when our schemes “Gang aft a-gley”, we wonder why. The problem is motive. Anastasius’s motive in giving a charitable contribution was not to help the poor; it was to win over Theodosius. The emperor was pretending to do a good deed, when, in fact, he was being dishonest.

When our motives are dishonest, we can end up like Anastasius—frustrated on all counts. We are more than our actions. We are also our hearts. Since God looks at our motives as well as our actions, it is only when we act honestly, without manipulation or deception, that our plans and actions can be blessed.

Do I ever try to manipulate others into behaving the way I want them to? Do I ever deceive myself about my motives?
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THE NEXT TIME I WANT SOMEONE TO DO SOMETHING FOR ME, I WILL EXAMINE MY MOTIVES.
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ST. MARGUERITE BOURGEOYS

1620–1700

There is something very therapeutic about cleaning. As you scrub away the soap scum that collects on the shower, you can almost feel some of the mental scum that collects on your soul being scrubbed away as well.

For St. Marguerite Bourgeoys, founder of the first non-cloistered teaching sisterhood in Canada, cleaning and keeping house were always essential parts of her life. After her mother died in childbirth, she took over the family’s household duties. Later she not only served as a housekeeper herself, she also taught the young girls who were sent from France to be brides for the French-Canadian settlers how to keep their own houses. Even after her girls’ school was established, she continued to instruct future brides.

Cleaning our external dwelling places provides a valuable lesson in cleaning our spiritual homes as well. How often we let cobwebs of doubt and fear clutter the corners of our hearts. How frequently we let guilt and regret accumulate in the closets of our mind. Just as it is necessary to give our houses a spring cleaning, it’s necessary to periodically cleanse our souls.

St. Marguerite Bourgeoys could have delegated responsibility for teaching young women housekeeping skills, but she realized that cleaning teaches as important a lesson for the heart as it does for the hands.

What areas of my spiritual or emotional life need cleaning? What mental junk drawer can I begin to straighten?
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I MAKE MENTAL AND SPIRITUAL CLEANING A REGULAR PART OF MY LIFE.
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ST. HILARY OF POITIERS

315?–368

St. Hilary of Poitiers was strongly opposed to a group of Christians who denied the divinity of Christ but who enjoyed great political favor. A brilliant theologian, he resisted the conventions of his time to support his beliefs. When the emperor Constantius ordered all bishops to sign a condemnation of St. Athanasius, the great defender of the faith, Hilary refused. He was banished to Phrygia, but continued to defend his position with such vigor that he was finally allowed to return to France.

St. Hilary never ceased to speak out for his beliefs, even though it caused him to be exiled and even exiled from his exile. When we speak up for what we believe, we run the risk of becoming unpopular. We run the risk of offending important and influential people who have, in effect, the power to banish us.

Yet to keep silent is to live a lie. We are called by God to be witnesses to the truth. When we fail to defend our faith, we are, in fact, denying it. If we are asked, like St. Hilary, to support something we don’t believe, our refusal need not be unruly. We can politely and civilly state our point of view. But it is both our right and our duty to dissent when we are being forced into a position that makes us spiritually uncomfortable.

How do I react when I am asked to support something I don’t believe? Am I willing to stand up for my beliefs, even when they are unpopular?
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TODAY I WILL SPEAK ONLY THE TRUTH.
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ST. SAVA

1174–1237

If St. Sava, the patron saint of Serbia, were to write out his résumé, it might look something like this:

Established numerous monasteries, including one at Khilandari.

Restored religious vigor to people of Serbia.

Translated books into Serbian language.

Crowned brother, Stephen II, as king.

Was named archbishop of the Serbs.

Not a bad list of accomplishments, but even more than his deeds, St. Sava is remembered for his gentleness. It is said that when he trained young monks, he erred more on the side of leniency than harshness, yet he was equally well known for his effectiveness.

When we try to correct our own bad habits, we can become harsh taskmasters, browbeating and berating ourselves for our failings. For instance, a single missed day of exercise can become a capital offense. How could I be so lazy? we moan and complain about having no self-discipline.

The next time you set out on a self-improvement program, follow the example of St. Sava and his monks. Be gentle with yourself. Instead of criticizing every failure, congratulate every success. Instead of being harsh and demanding, be lenient and forgiving. Instead of hating your inadequacy, love yourself into improvement.

What area of my life would I most like to change? When am I the harshest on myself?
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I WILL FORGIVE MYSELF FOR THE TIMES I HAVE BEEN TOO HARSH ON MYSELF.
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ST. ITA

A.D. 570

Who was your favorite teacher? Perhaps it was your first-grade teacher who taught you to read and instilled a love of books. Or your grandmother who taught you how to bake a pie or sew a straight seam. Or a mentor who taught you how to survive the rigors of your first job.

Anyone lucky enough to have been profoundly influenced by a teacher owes a debt of gratitude. Teachers do more than instruct; they change lives. They help us see the world in a new way. Most of all, they help us see ourselves and our potential in ways we might never have seen without them.

St. Ita lived in Ireland in the sixth century in what is now the county of Limerick. Among her other ventures, she founded a boys’ school. There, for five years, she taught a young lad by the name of Brendan. He, in his turn, grew up to become famous in his own right as an abbot, missionary, and saint. In Brendan’s biographies, St. Ita is cited as one of the primary influences of his early life.

One of the greatest gifts we can give those who have taught us is our thanks.

What makes a good teacher? Have I ever thanked the people who have taught me well?
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I AM THANKFUL FOR ALL I AM LEARNING AND I AM GRATEFUL TO ALL THOSE WHO ARE TEACHING ME.
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ST. HONORATUS

A.D. 429

St. Honoratus and his brother Venantius were from a noble Roman family that lived in the region now known as France. After their conversion to Christianity, they wanted to withdraw from the world, but their father constantly put obstacles in their way.

Isn’t that often the way with us? When we feel it’s time to concentrate on our spiritual growth and development, the path may suddenly be strewn with obstacles. We decide to get up early to spend time in reflection and prayer but then the alarm clock fails and we oversleep. We plan to donate an afternoon to a charitable cause, but the kids get sick and we have to stay home. We get ready to go to church only to have the car battery die.

If we chafe against the obstacles, which will inevitably come, we do ourselves a double disservice. First, we let the obstacles distract us from our good intentions. Second, by concentrating on the obstacles instead of building our relationship with God, we actually go backward instead of forward in our spiritual development.

St. Honoratus persisted in his desire for holiness. It took him awhile, but eventually he succeeded and even founded a monastery famous for the charity and devotion of its members. When we make a decision to reach for holiness, we are much better prepared to make the journey if we are aware from the onset that the road may be bumpy.

Do I look at obstacles as challenges or roadblocks? What is standing in the way of holiness for me today?
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IF I CAN’T GO THROUGH THE OBSTACLES ON MY QUEST FOR HOLINESS, I WILL PRAY MY WAY AROUND THEM.
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ST. ANTONY THE ABBOT

251–356

Imagine for a moment what it would be like to have the most famous person of your time write directly to you, asking for your advice and suggestions.

The fourth-century monks who lived under the rule of St. Antony the Abbot in the Egyptian desert were undoubtedly stunned when a letter bearing the mark of the Emperor arrived at their monastery. The letter from Constantine the Great and his sons asked the abbot Antony for his prayers. While the monks marveled, Antony told them: “Do not wonder that the Emperor writes to us, a man even as I am, rather be astonished that God should have written to us, and that He has spoken to us by His Son.” Nonetheless, Antony was apparently a little surprised himself, since he said he didn’t know how to respond and it was only after being nagged by his monks that he finally got around to answering.

Antony’s discomfiture is understandable. When we are asked to do something for someone successful—even if they aren’t an emperor—we often feel inadequate. Yet what was asked of Antony is something we can all give—our prayers. When we pray for someone else, we recognize our mutual dependence on God. As John Donne says, “no man is an island, entire of itself.” We all have need of God... and of each other.

How do I feel when people ask me to pray for them? How do I feel when I ask someone to pray for me?
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I AM GRATEFUL WHEN I AM GIVEN THE OPPORTUNITY TO PRAY FOR OTHERS.
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PRISCA

FIRST CENTURY

St. Paul first met Prisca and her husband, Aquila, in the marketplace at Corinth where he went to find a job as a tentmaker. Soon, however, Paul learned that he shared more than professional skills with the couple. All three were members of the radical new religion called Christianity. Prisca and Aquila had been banished from Rome by an edict of Claudius which expelled all Jews from the city. Over the next several years, they traveled and preached with Paul, living for a while in Ephesus and eventually returning to Rome.

We don’t know much more about Prisca, but we do know this: She was her own person. Although women living in the Roman empire of the first century enjoyed somewhat more freedom than they did in other cultures, it was still a male-dominated world. Paul himself fit comfortably into that world. Nonetheless, there was something about Prisca that so impressed Paul that he listed her name before her husband’s when he wrote his letter to the Romans.

One of the hallmarks of maturity is that we know who we are. We don’t have to prove anything to anybody. We can be ourselves.

Prisca could have faded into the shadow of her husband, but she was confident enough in her own self-worth and value that she was able to establish an independent identity. If we hope to become fully mature, we need to do the same thing.

Do I run myself down? Do I let other people run me down?
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I KNOW I AM A VALUABLE PERSON.
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ST. WULFSTAN

A.D. 1095

What is the purpose of prayer? All too often we think it’s to change God’s mind, when in fact, the real purpose of prayer is to change us.

Not too many years ago, it was the custom for men to tip their hats when they went past a church. St. Wulfstan, who was the bishop of Worcester in the eleventh century, went one step further—it is said that he never passed a church without stopping to pray at the altar.

Today, it wouldn’t be possible to enter and pray in every church we pass, but what would happen if, for just one day, we said a quick prayer every time we saw a church, a temple, or a synagogue? Even if the prayer were as simple as “God, watch over those who worship you here,” it would change us, for it would remind us that no matter what differences we might have over doctrine or dogma, the one thing we have in common is God.

God is the creator of all. Black or white, rich or poor, male or female, we are children of the same God. When we accept our common kinship, we see a brother or sister in every person we meet. When we view all of humanity as our family, then we can truly begin to see God as our parent.

Whom do I consider my brothers and sisters?
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TODAY I WILL SAY A SHORT PRAYER EVERY TIME I SEE A PLACE OF WORSHIP.
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ST. FABIAN

A.D. 250

Have you ever been touched by God? There you are, going along, living your ordinary life, when all of a sudden God calls you and nothing is ever quite the same again.

St. Fabian was a Roman farmer who just happened to come to town at the time a new pope was being elected. According to the stories, a dove suddenly appeared and settled on his head, convincing everyone that Fabian should be the new pope. He was duly elected and served for about fifteen years before being martyred during the persecution of the emperor Decius.

One can’t help but wonder what Fabian told his family. “You’ll never guess what happened to me! I was just minding my own business when a bird sat on my head, and now I’m pope!” While such spectacular (and unusual) events are unlikely to happen to any of us, God does touch each of us every day. The touch is often as subtle as a warm feeling that suddenly washes over us or an unexpected surge of joy in our soul.

How do we recognize the touch of God? When we feel especially alive, especially connected with all living creatures, we can be sure that God is drawing us nearer.

When was the last time I felt God’s touch? What was I doing at the time?
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I WILL LOOK FOR GOD’S LOVING TOUCH IN MY LIFE TODAY.
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ST. AGNES

A.D. 304

If you had to speak publicly about your convictions, would you know what to say? Would you be able to discuss your spiritual beliefs without embarrassment? Apparently, St. Agnes, a young Roman girl of the third century, could.

While virtually all of the details of her life are shrouded in legend, we do know that she was very young—not more than twelve or thirteen—when she was arrested and executed for the crime of being Christian.

In our day and age, virtually every imaginable topic (and a few unimaginable ones) are freely discussed on afternoon TV talk shows. We learn the most intimate details of strangers’ private lives, yet we are often reluctant to discuss the mysteries of life and death with even our closest friends and family members. Sadly, they often are similarly reluctant to discuss those topics with us.

While we don’t have to become so single-minded about our spirituality that people avoid us at parties, neither should we be ashamed to let people know what we believe. Instead, we should strive to integrate our spiritual and physical lives in such a way that the people around us feel comfortable talking to us about our beliefs. By being open, neither forcing our convictions on someone else nor withholding them, we not only live honestly, we also give others the courage to live honestly.

How does my spiritual life affect my relationships? What can I do to fully integrate my spiritual and my physical lives?
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I AM WILLING TO TALK ABOUT MY SPIRITUAL BELIEFS WHEN SOMEONE ASKS ME ABOUT THEM.
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ST. VINCENT

A.D. 304

During times of crisis, many people bear up remarkably well. They remain clear-headed and rational, only to fall apart when the crisis is over.

According to the accounts we have of his martyrdom, St. Vincent, a deacon who lived in Valencia, Spain, bore up very well indeed under the tortures devised by the governor Dacian. He survived beating, flaying, broiling, and stretching on the rack. When at last Dacian gave up and allowed Vincent’s friends to place him on a soft bed, he died as soon as he was laid on it.

Sometimes we get so geared up for adversity, we don’t know what to do with blessing. It’s almost as if we don’t know how to react when God’s favor rests on us. One reason we may struggle more with blessing than with tribulation is our own sense of unworthiness. When we come face to face with divine goodness, we see our own flaws and failures. We recognize that we have done nothing to earn God’s love and we feel undeserving.

God reassures us that we don’t have to earn love. It is ours from the beginning of time. “In this is love, not that we loved God, but that He loved us... ” writes St. John. When St. Vincent endured torture without complaint, he demonstrated love for God. When he was finally permitted to die in comfort, God demonstrated love for Vincent.

How does knowing I am loved by God change the way I think about myself?
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TODAY I WILL REMEMBER HOW MUCH GOD LOVES ME.
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ST. JOHN THE ALMSGIVER

A.D. 619?

“Let not the sun set on your anger,” writes St. Paul in his letter to the Ephesians. It’s good advice, but difficult to follow. When we are feeling very angry, we usually are also feeling very self-righteous. We’re convinced that our position is absolutely right, and the last thing we want to do is back down.

As patriarch of Alexandria, St. John the Almsgiver was a tireless champion of the poor and oppressed. When the governor proposed a new tax, St. John spoke on behalf of the poor. The governor, undoubtedly feeling threatened and insulted, stormed out in a huff. That night, St. John sent him a message, reminding him, “the sun is going to set.” The governor, much to his credit, got the hint and apologized.

How much easier it would have been if the governor had controlled his temper in the first place. How much easier our lives would be if we controlled our tempers. When we speak out in anger, we often say things we later regret. Once a word leaves our lips, however, we can’t suck it back, no matter how much we try.

The next time you’re feeling angry, instead of counting to ten and then exploding, try mentally apologizing ten times. You may find that it’s much easier not to blow up than to have to say you’re sorry afterward.

What is my first reaction when I get angry? Do I ever substitute anger for other emotions, such as embarrassment or fear?
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TODAY I WILL TRY TO LIVE IN HARMONY WITH ALL I MEET.
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ST. FRANCIS DE SALES

1567–1622

Recently a study revealed that, contrary to common belief, many rich folk are indeed happy. “Money can buy happiness,” taunted the headlines.

Well, yes and no. The study didn’t claim that wealth was the key to happiness. It merely said that being rich wasn’t a barrier to happiness.

St. Francis de Sales observed the same truth more than five hundred years ago. “There is a difference between having poison and being poisoned,” he wrote in his famous spiritual classic, Introduction to the Devout Life. St. Francis pointed out that pharmacists keep all kinds of poisonous drugs on hand, but they aren’t poisoned themselves because the drugs are in their shops, not their bodies. In the same way, as long as wealth is in our purses and our homes and not in our hearts, it cannot corrupt us.

Easier said than done. One of the dangers of possessions is how quickly and easily they can possess us. We’ve all heard of people who save every Christmas and birthday gift because “they’re just too nice to use.” The gifts languish in drawers and closets until one day they end up in an estate sale or given to charity.

The things of this life are here for us to appreciate, not to grasp so tightly our fingers turn numb. It is only when we use our possessions for our good and that of others will they contribute to rather than detract from our happiness.

What are you saving
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