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			What do you think is the most important question in life?

			If you’re very sick and contemplating surgery, I guess it’s “Doctor, am I going to live?”

			If you’re a young man head over heels in love, I suppose it’s “Will you marry me?”

			If you’re a student who just completed a pivotal exam, it’s “Did I pass?”

			If you’re on the Atkins diet, it’s “How many carbs are in that?”

			What is the most important question in life? I propose to you that we need look no further than one asked by Jesus: “Who do you say I am?” Upon the answer to that most important question, everything else depends.

			Actually, Jesus asks two questions. The first is, “Who do the crowds say I am?” So He asks us out of curiosity today, “Who does the world—the public opinion polls, the culture, society, the experts, other people—who do they all say I am?” That’s easy to answer: “Well, Lord, they think you’re a nice guy, a loving leader, a marvelous teacher, a good model for us, a great religious figure who ranks up there with Abraham, Moses, Muhammad, Confucius, Buddha; some think you’re a revolutionary, a healer, a reformer, a positive thinker, a giver.”

			Jesus smiles…and then comes that most important question of all. “Fine: That’s who they think I am. But who do you say I am?” Upon the answer to that question hangs everything—the direction of our life, our attitude to life, how we act, what we say, what we hope for, the salvation of our souls—“Who do you say I am?”

			We can reply, “Lord, I’ve never really thought about it.” Sad, tragic, hypocritical really, since we check the box marked “Christian” or “Catholic” when asked to designate our religion, and we are at His supper on the first day of the week….

			
			We can answer, “Lord, I have different opinions about you and haven’t made up my mind yet. I don’t want to be closed-minded about this.” Sad, tragic, an insult, since He has, as a matter of fact, already revealed to us the answer to that pivotal question and since we belong to a Church that has cherished the reply for two millennia as a supreme act of faith.

			Or we can give the correct answer, the one given by Saint Peter: “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God; you are my Lord and Savior; you are my beginning and my end; you are the way, the truth, and the life; you are God from God, light from light, true God from true God, begotten not made, consubstantial with the Father, from whom all good things come. You are the most important person in my life; Jesus, who lives in me, who accompanies me always, who knows me better than I know myself, who loves me so much that you died for me, who rose from the dead and wants me to spend eternity with you. You are the answer to the questions posed by every human life. That’s who you are, Jesus, my Lord, my God, my all.”

			There’s the right answer! There’s the act of faith! There’s the reply of Peter and of the Church founded on the rock of his faith.

			Now get ready, because the answer to that question has towering implications in our lives—how we live, what we say, what we choose, how we treat ourselves, how we treat others.

			Every day we must ask ourselves this question anew: “Who do you say I am?”

			I hope this book helps you journey every day toward answering—and living out—that question.
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			Feast of the Solemnity of Mary, Mother of God

			Last week, billions of people celebrated a mother and the birth of her baby. Children around the world pointed at the newborn child in the Nativity scene and asked, “Who’s that?” and parents and grandparents whispered, “That’s Jesus, Our Lord and Savior.” Then the same children pointed to Mary and inquired, “And who’s that?” and the answer was: “That’s His mother. Without her, Christmas could not have happened.”

			We Catholics passionately love our Church. As in our families, we are “born into” the Church at Baptism. Like a mother, she feeds us in the Eucharist, forgives us in Reconciliation, strengthens us in Confirmation, consoles us with the Anointing of the Sick, and gives us away in Matrimony or Holy Orders.

			In this family of faith, we look to Mary as our own spiritual mother—a mother who guides and protects us. Mary never went to college, yet we call her Sede Sapientiae—“the Seat of Wisdom”—as she gave flesh to Wisdom, to the Word, to the eternal Son of God. Her virtues? Listening, reflecting, pondering, wondering, serving, and trusting. Her fiat, her proclamation: “Be it done unto me according to thy word.” Mary is wise because she accepts God’s will. She gives us Jesus, who shows us the way, teaches us the truth, and shares with us His life.

			That’s why the Blessed Mother is the greatest of all the saints, because she is the closest to her divine Son and wants nothing more than to draw us close to Him.
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				He will never fail you or forsake you.

				—DEUTERONOMY 31:6

			

			One of the central messages of Christianity is this: We have a God who simply will not take “no” for an answer!

			Think about it: It started in the Garden of Eden. Adam and Eve had everything, every gift, all happiness, intimacy with God, eternal life, no woe, war, or sickness—and they told God no as they disobeyed His only request. God could have legitimately responded, “Go to hell!” But not our God!

			He saw a world destroying itself by sin and selfishness and sent a flood to cleanse it…but the world once again said no!

			He made a covenant with Abraham and bound Himself by a covenant with His people…but we once again were unfaithful and told Him no!

			He saw His people enslaved, so He sent Moses, Aaron, and Joshua to lead them miraculously to freedom…but they all replied no!

			He gave us commandments, and we worshipped molten images; He sent David, Jeremiah, Isaiah, and Ezekiel to teach us and call us back to Him, and we said no!

			He offered us mercy, salvation, happiness, and eternal life—and we said no!

			And then He sent us His Son….

			The good news, my friends, is that we have a good God who simply will not take “no” for an answer! So what will bring us happiness? Saying yes to Him.
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				Give thanks to the Lord, who is good, whose love endures forever.

				—CHRONICLES 16:34

			

			A new year brings renewed thanks for the blessings of the past year and the hope of many blessings in the year to come. The Irish sisters who taught me at Holy Infant School in Ballwin, Missouri, invited us to say every morning as we awoke, “Thank you, Lord, for the gift of a new day,” and as we went to sleep at night to whisper, “Thank you, Lord, for the gift of the past day.”

			We remember those words as we enter a new year, for gratitude keeps us from arrogance, self-satisfaction, smugness, and selfishness. When we view everything as a gift, we treat everything and everyone with awe and respect. That unfortunate sense of entitlement—the feeling that people owe us things or that we have certain privileges coming to us—is never ours, since we are so thankful for all that we have received.

			When we acknowledge that everything we are and everything we have comes to us undeserved from a lavishly generous God, we desire to live a life of praise to that good and loving Father and we shudder at wounding Him with our sin. Because we view everything we are and have as unmerited, we must be charitable and share what we have with others. Since God has been so good to us in the past, we are confident that He will take care of us in the future. In this coming year, let us place all of our concerns in His providential hands.
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				Where is the newborn king of the Jews? We saw his star at its rising and have come to do him homage.

				—MATTHEW 2:2

			

			Today is the tenth of the twelve days of Christmas, as we build toward the revelation (that’s what the Greek word epiphany means) of Jesus as Savior to all the world, represented by those mysterious wise travelers from a faraway country.

			What do you think those three kings felt when they found Jesus in Bethlehem? Awe? Faith? Gratitude?

			But—bear with me here—I wonder if what those wise men initially felt was disappointment! You heard me. Disappointment! The star, their research, their travels, their inquiries in Jerusalem, their consultation with Herod, their anticipation of finding the long-awaited king…all for this? A little baby in the arms of a young mother in a stable! Where are the trumpets? Where is the palace? He was not the kind of king they expected to find. Yep, I think those Magi were disappointed. At first, anyway. Then their faith, awe, and gratitude kicked in, and they adored the Messiah and presented Him with their gifts.

			Now the lesson for us: The Lord’s epiphanies, His revelations, in our world, in our lives, are usually without trumpets, palaces, drama, and glitz. He usually comes to us in gentle, unassuming, simple ways. Our God manifests Himself in ordinary, “disappointing” ways that make it easy to miss Him.
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				No one should seek his own advantage, but that of his neighbor.

				—1 CORINTHIANS 10:24

			

			So many of us, of every and no faith, loved and admired Mother Teresa. You always had the sense that she was leading someone to God. She was telling the truth about the dignity of our lives by serving. And she was never stingy about giving advice, either. And so, in her characteristic simplicity, she wanted us to know what it means to have our priorities in life straight. For the Christian, it means:

			
				J—Jesus

				O—Others

				Y—You

			

			Her advice, of course, is a bit countercultural. Don’t we typically start with “me”? She knew from experience that the key to joy is humility. Humility puts things in perspective.

			For the Christian, it means the words of Saint Paul: “Whoever boasts, should boast in the Lord.” For all of us, it keeps us from a self-centered sense of entitlement that can become quite the dangerous spiritual and emotional malady. You can see the caution here, can’t you, about constantly feeling sorry for oneself?

			If we’re walking around licking our wounds, thinking about the ways we have been overlooked, taken for granted, or underappreciated…look out! We’re setting ourselves up for a fall, friends. Can you see how this attitude would lead to cynicism, negativism, and behavior that can get us into all kinds of trouble and poison not just our souls and our health but our relationships?

			Mother Teresa was, not surprisingly, onto something. When we focus on Jesus first and then on others, we live a selfless life. Not a selfish life. And that is a life of joy.
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			Epiphany

			Happy Feast of the Epiphany!

			Epiphany means “revelation.” Those Magi from the east represent every nation, every age, every race, every language, every culture, adoring the newborn Savior of the world, revealed to them as God’s Son. On Christmas we acclaim Him the newborn King of Israel; on Epiphany we confess Him as the Savior of everyone.

			So, you see, Epiphany is the day when we profess that Jesus is the Light of the World, revealed as the Savior of all. Thus the charge: We must bring His saving Person and His transforming Word to the nations. That’s called evangelization. That’s the missionary identity of the Church.

			I figure that most of you have taken down the tree and the lights and put the crib away. Just make sure that Jesus is not put in the attic. Just make sure that you’ve once again seen the light. Just make sure that, like the three kings, you have adored Him as Savior. And just make sure that Jesus has been reborn in you—and then, it’s missionary time! There’s a dark world out there waiting for His Epiphany, His star, His light.
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				Now this is eternal life, that they should know you, the only true God, and the one whom you sent, Jesus Christ.

				—JOHN 17:3

			

			Right after I was ordained a priest, I received a telephone call from a grade-school classmate who wanted to visit me. I had not seen “Eddie” in years but had heard that life had not been very good to him, that his years of service in Vietnam had scarred him, and that he had become a drug addict. How surprised I was when he showed up at the rectory looking happy, healthy, and confident.

			He sensed my amazement and began to explain: “Tim, you know that I’ve been through tough times. I had lost everything—family, friends, faith, future. One day I almost lost my life. Another addict and I were in the basement of an abandoned warehouse shooting up heroin. I watched as he loaded up our two syringes with a triple, lethal dose. ‘Let’s cut to the chase,’ he whispered. ‘Neither of us can find any purpose to life. Unless one of us can come up with a reason to live in the next thirty seconds, let’s go out on a high with this triple dose of gold.’ ”

			“I was desperate, sure,” Eddie recalled, “but not ready to end it all, so my scrambled brain went into overdrive to discover some meaning to life. What came to mind was something you and I learned in second grade from our catechism: ‘Why did God make you? God made me to know him, love him, and serve him in this world, and to be happy with him forever in the next.’ ”

			Eddie continued: “That’s what I blurted out just as the other guy said, ‘Time’s up,’ and began to look for his vein. ‘Say that again,’ he asked. And I did.” Eddie had tears in his eyes as he finished the story. “The other guy shrugged and said, ‘Sounds good to me,’ and we both dropped our syringes. That ‘wisdom’ I remembered from second grade saved—and changed—my life.”

			It’s precisely that wisdom we claim today. It is the wisdom that saved Eddie’s life.
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				This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.

				—MATTHEW 3:17

			

			When Christ was baptized by John the Baptist, the Spirit of God descended like a dove, and God expressed the joy He had for His Son.

			Our baptism day was just as joyous. On that day, wonderful things happened!

			We became a child of God.

			The waters of the sacrament washed away Original Sin.

			Our souls were flooded with the radiance of grace—God’s very own life.

			Jesus Christ claimed us as His own, a beneficiary of the salvation He won for us by His cross and Resurrection!

			We became a member of a supernatural family, the Church.

			God invited us to spend eternity with Him in heaven.

			Jesus told Satan—who wanted us so very badly—to get lost, since we now belonged to Christ.

			The gifts of faith, hope, and charity were instilled in our hearts!

			Every other blessing in life flows from that glorious event.

			When we stand before God at the end of our lives, He won’t ask to see our passports, our stock portfolios, a résumé, or our academic degrees. But a baptismal certificate will be of immense interest!

			Because of baptism, we’re in God’s hands. He’s known us since before we were in our mother’s womb. He washed us clean and claimed us as His own on the day of our baptism, and He wants us on His lap for all eternity.
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				And he put all things beneath his feet and gave him as head over all things to the church, which is his body.

				—EPHESIANS 1:22-23

			

			“Christ, yes! Church, no!”

			That seems to be a popular sentiment these days. Many want a king without a kingdom, a shepherd but not the fold, a general with no army, a spiritual family in which I am the only child, faith but no faithful.

			Whenever I read surveys on religion in America, I’m struck that many, we are told, want Christ without His Church. A quarter of our people raised Catholic no longer consider themselves such. The faith of our fathers apparently has no claim on them. Some seem more loyal to the baseball team they cheered as a kid than to the Church in which they were baptized and raised. Believe, yes; belong, no.

			These people want the Lord, my Lord, not Our Lord. It cuts to the core of Catholicism, for of course we believe that Christ and His Church are one. As we pray every Sunday at the Creed and have been praying for seventeen centuries:

			“We believe in God, the Father Almighty….We Believe in Jesus Christ, His only Son, Our Lord….We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and giver of life….We believe in one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church….”

			It’s a package deal for a Catholic: Jesus Christ and His Church.

			And this moves us to rejoice in the Church as a golden bond keeping us tethered to Christ, not as handcuffs that we try to unlock.
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				Yes, you are my flock: you people are the flock of my pasture, and I am your God.

				—EZEKIEL 34:31

			

			In the catacombs in Rome you will see ancient Christian art, and one of the more common scenes is of a shepherd—a depiction of a strong man holding a lamb. From the earliest days of the Church, the image of Jesus we have found most consoling, most compelling, and most revealing is that of the Good Shepherd. Jesus is the Good Shepherd.

			Although He is indeed the Good Shepherd, He often works through others. Throughout our lives He sends people to assist us. Many years ago, I was at a children’s hospital to visit a sick baby, and I was touched by the personal care and attention of the nurses on duty. They were helping Jesus shepherd a sick little lamb. When I entered the hospital room, a good friend of the mother’s sat with her. That friend was certainly an agent of Christ. Then I watched the tender love and care that the mother had for her child. The Good Shepherd was visible in her, too.

			We see this in the Church as well, with those who shepherd in a sacramental way. Deacons, priests, and bishops nurture as proxies for Jesus. They shepherd us, their flock, through good times and bad. That’s why we call our priests that beautiful title pastor.

			However, there is only one eternal, ever-reliable, unfailingly Good Shepherd, and that is Jesus Christ.
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				Hail, favored one! The Lord is with you.

				—LUKE 1:28

			

			Christmas seems to come and go more quickly each year, doesn’t it? We usually notice this sometime around the first week of January and complain that we want it to last just a bit longer. We can rejoice in the fact, however, that the Church has ways of extending the message and meaning of Christmas throughout the year. One way would be through the Angelus. This simple prayer relives the conversation between the Archangel Gabriel and Our Lady in the first chapter of Luke. It is a prayer wonderfully appropriate during Advent and at Christmas and one that allows us to keep Christmas going all year. I encourage you to pray it at least once a day.

			
				V. The Angel of the Lord declared unto Mary.

				R. And she conceived of the Holy Spirit.

				Hail Mary…

				V. Behold the handmaid of the Lord.

				R. Be it done unto me according to thy word.

				Hail Mary…

				V. And the Word was made Flesh.

				R. And dwelt among us.

				Hail Mary…

				V. Pray for us, O holy Mother of God.

				R. That we may be made worthy of the promises of Christ.

				Let us pray:

				Pour forth, we beseech Thee, O Lord, Thy grace into our hearts, that we to whom the Incarnation of Christ Thy Son was made known by the message of an angel, may by His Passion and Cross be brought to the glory of His Resurrection. Through the same Christ Our Lord. Amen.
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				Those who conceal their sins do not prosper, but those who confess and forsake them obtain mercy.

				—PROVERBS 28:13

			

			Going to confession is like a trip to the dentist: We know it’s good for us, and we sure feel better afterward, but we’re anxious about doing it.

			The simple truth is that we are sinners. We acknowledge that our sins not only offend our loving God and harm ourselves but hurt everybody else.

			We claim to be people of love, but sometimes we are hateful. We pretend to be selfless yet often are the opposite. We say we’re honest and on occasion lie and cheat.

			We have disregarded the commandments, the Beatitudes, the Bible, and the teaching of Jesus and His Church. We admit it. We’ve hurt God, ourselves, and our neighbors. We’re sorry.

			We know God forgives us when we ask Him to, because He told us so. We experience that in confession. We sometimes find it hard to forgive ourselves. And we ask those we have offended to pardon us for our failure to practice what we preach.

			I guess that’s why we describe ourselves as “practicing Catholics,” because we keep trying to get it right.

			On the way to His cross, Jesus fell three times, which means, in the Bible, “a lot.” We slip and fall a lot, too!

			So even though we may feel jittery as we prepare for confession, let us remember that it is the only way to pick ourselves back up and continue our ongoing attempt to follow Christ more faithfully and generously.
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				Let us not grow tired of doing good, for in due time we shall reap our harvest, if we do not give up.

				—GALATIANS 6:9

			

			I spent many happy years as archbishop of Milwaukee, Wisconsin. And I did my best to always offer the 8 A.M. Mass at the Cathedral of St. John the Evangelist.

			One morning somebody said to me, “Archbishop, I want to let you know something that you do that has influenced me and has had a good effect on me.” Well, I was expecting her to speak about visiting someone in the hospital or working in the soup kitchen, or one of my sermons, or a project. To my complete surprise, she told me that what most affected her was that half hour before my Sunday morning Mass when she saw me praying my Divine Office in the Blessed Sacrament Chapel of the cathedral. Now, I didn’t think that this would have an influence on anyone. But it did. For her to see me as a bishop taking my prayer seriously, for her to know that I recognize that I am no good unless I am completely reliant on the grace and mercy of the Lord, that spoke volumes to her.

			We are all sort of Cal Ripkens—the great ballplayer on the Baltimore Orioles who simply showed up for every game and broke records because of his consistency. He was just there.

			Most of life is just showing up. And as Christians, we need to show up. We are at times witnesses to Jesus Christ in our words. And at other times, simply in our presence. So let this be our noble goal: that we never give up trying.
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				Do not damage the land or the sea or the trees until we put the seal on the foreheads of the servants of our God.

				—REVELATION 7:3

			

			The Sign of the Cross is perhaps the most compelling and enduring symbol in our spiritual lives. When our parents and godparents presented us for baptism, the priest claimed us for Christ and traced the Sign of the Cross on our foreheads. When our bodies are carried to church for our funeral Mass, once again the Sign of the Cross will be traced over us. Every day since childhood, I hope, we have made the Sign of the Cross at least once. Many of us wear the cross as a sacramental, and in our homes we find the crucifix as a powerful expression of faith.

			We concentrate on the cross in our prayers and in our penance as we unite our own acts of mortification with the ultimate sacrifice of Jesus on the cross. And we center on the cross in our charity, in solidarity with those who, because of sickness, hunger, struggles, violence, disaster, or poverty, bear a heavier share in Our Lord’s Passion.

			I have a friend who received a cross to wear as a bishop from Saint John Paul II. When the Holy Father gave it to him, he said, “This cross will hang upon your heart. Make sure it sinks down into it. For you are to wear the Sign of the Cross on your heart.”

			Think of his words when you make the Sign of the Cross. Let that cross sink into your mind, your soul, and your very being.
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				There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free person, there is not male and female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.

				—GALATIANS 3:28

			

			Some years ago I preached at a retreat for seminarians. At breakfast almost every morning, the men would comment on how they were dreaming so much at night. I told them that one of the directors on a retreat I once had observed that whenever we were in a reflective mood, whenever we were praying well, whenever we were “getting back to basics” in our lives, we usually slept well and dreamed well. Since reflection, prayer, and a return to basics were precisely what a retreat was all about, I remarked to the seminarians that I was hardly surprised that they were sleeping well and dreaming a lot.

			Today we celebrate the birthday of Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr., a prophet who shook us to the core by preaching a return to the foundational, normative values of the Bible, of human nature, and of our nation’s principles. Can I propose to you that it’s a good day to be in a mood of reflection, praying, and getting back to basics?

			We are made in the very image and likeness of God, given the sacred gift of life by our creator; thus, we are all brothers and sisters, owing ourselves and one another dignity and respect, endowed—not by government but by the Creator—with certain inalienable rights, the first of which is life itself. I learn those basics from my faith, you bet, but also from my own nature and from the guiding principles of a nation founded on divine and natural law. Can you “dream” a bit about what would happen if we really believed those basics?
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				Remain in me, as I remain in you.

				—JOHN 15:4

			

			Our vocation in life is to know Jesus so well that when He whispers to us in silence, we will hear His voice and follow His call.

			Think for a moment about the wording of the call, the invitation, that Jesus gives us. Does He summon us to work with Him, to plan with Him, to organize with Him, to build with Him, to act with Him, or to do something with Him?

			Not at all! What words does He use in His summons to us?

			Abide in Me.

			Stay with Me.

			Watch with Me.

			Come with Me.

			Live in Me.

			These are all “being” words, not “having” or “doing” words. This reminds me of the plea of Augustine: “What I now longed for was not greater certainty about you, but a more steadfast abiding in you.”

			Here is our identity in Christ. And to deepen that identity, to enhance it, and to strengthen it in all its supernatural and natural dimensions is the task of every one of our valuable programs and missions within the Church.

			Ultimately, all we have is Jesus Christ. To rekindle our love for, faith in, and knowledge of Him has to be the ultimate goal of everything we do.

			We must fall in love with Him again. “Because,” as Saint Thomas More wrote to his daughter from the Tower of London, “when all is said and done…it’s not about reason at all. It’s all about love.”

		

	
		
		
			
			
				
					[image: January 17]
				

			

			Feast of Saint Anthony of the Desert

			Jesus teaches us important lessons not just by what He says but by what He does. We learn some of these lessons in the Gospel of Mark, where we see Him teaching, visiting, and healing during the day but going off alone in quiet prayer at night.

			Jesus teaches us that life must have those two components. There has to be hard work, but we have to balance it with hard prayer. And we’re doomed if we don’t have both of them.

			Most of us err on the side of hard work. We’re pretty good at working hard. We’re diligent, we’re responsible, and we know what we have to do. But we tend to be slackers when it comes to the prayer part, the quiet part, the being by ourselves with Christ part.

			Saint Anthony of the Desert is a good example to follow in learning to improve our prayer life. He believed that he needed to follow Christ in solitude and in quiet, and so he went into the desert to spend his life in prayer, penance, and contemplation. He did a lot of writing, teaching, and service to the poor, but basically his life was lived in solitude and communication with God.

			Christ calls us to always grow closer to Him, but we cannot do that if we lead unbalanced lives and if our lives are missing that one integral component—prayer.
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				I write these things to you so that you may know that you have eternal life, you who believe in the name of the Son of God.

				—1 JOHN 5:13

			

			Saint Augustine wrote, “We come from You, O Lord, and our hearts are restless until they return to You for all eternity.” It is this wisdom that was preached dramatically by Jesus and His Church but is treasured as well by Judaism, Islam, Eastern religions, Native Americans, and philosophers of no particular creed, namely, that we have within us the spark of the divine, that we are destined for eternity, that life is so beautiful, so noble, and so sacred that it will never end.

			It is this wisdom that is our priceless legacy as Catholics. The self-help author Stephen Covey claims that a habit of a successful person is to have a clear, constant goal and focus in life. Our highest goal is eternal union with God.

			I don’t know of anyone who has expressed it more eloquently than the founder of the Jesuits, Saint Ignatius of Loyola, who called it “The First Principle and Foundation.” It goes like this: We are created to praise and serve Our Lord, and by this means to save our soul. Everyone and everything on earth is created to help us reach the end for which we are created. Hence, we make use of all things insofar as they help us reach our eternal destiny, and get rid of whatever hinders us from attaining our ultimate goal.

			Today I invite you to think of the end—our eternal destiny—and to thank our God who passionately desires us to spend that eternity with Him.
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				Why are you terrified, O you of little faith?

				—MATTHEW 8:26

			

			We always need hope, but I think you will agree that on some days more than others we need a booster shot of it.

			One of my favorite episodes in the life of Jesus is the storm at sea, when the Apostles were in a boat on the Sea of Galilee, caught in the middle of a storm so severe that even the seasoned fishermen were scared that they were about to capsize and drown. And where was Jesus? Asleep! He was napping in the back of the boat. In desperation, the Apostles finally woke Him and clamored, “Lord, are you not concerned? We are going to sink!” Whereupon He got up, quieted the winds, calmed the waves, and all was at peace. The boat was safe.

			This is what Christ does in our lives. He settles the waves and calms the storms. One of the best definitions of hope I’ve ever heard is that hope is the virtue that keeps us steady even when it seems the Lord is asleep.

			Let’s face it, many of us are tempted to think that Jesus is asleep during those days when winds and waves threaten to overwhelm the boat we call our lives. We suffer pains, crises, difficulties, loss of trust, or problems with faith. These storm winds and waves can scare us, but they will never sink us. We have His word on that.

			Jesus might seem to be sleeping, but He is still in charge.
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				Most blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb.

				—LUKE 1:42

			

			Early on in my life, it dawned on me that people I loved and respected very much were attached to the rosary. I remember seeing the beads on the nightstand at both of my grandmas’ homes; as Dad would empty his pockets when he came home from work, there it was again; the priests I looked up to would often be reciting the rosary outside of church. As a kid, I learned that loyalty to the rosary helped the faith in Ireland survive when Mass and the sacraments were outlawed.

			When I concelebrated Mass in the Holy Father’s chapel, there it was in his kneeler. On almost every Communion call as a parish priest, I knew the sick person would have one close by.

			So you see, not just as a child but also as a priest and a bishop, I got the message that the rosary is a beloved, effective prayer. I would never let a day pass without saying it.

			Saint John Paul II called for a revival of devotion to this great prayer. In fact, he even added five new “luminous mysteries”—the baptism of Jesus, the wedding feast of Cana, the call to conversion, the transfiguration, and the institution of the Eucharist—to the more historical joyful, sorrowful, and glorious mysteries.

			Think of the value of this prayer: It is simple, it is biblical, it is Jesus-centered, it can be prayed anywhere, it is communal in that at any given time thousands of others somewhere in the world are praying it, and, best of all, it is prayed in union with the Mother of Jesus.

			Do yourself a favor: Look in your drawers, your jewelry boxes, your storage closets, and find your old rosary. Teach it to your kids; start saying it again yourself. It never fails to bring us closer to Jesus and His mother. It is indeed a source of “life, sweetness, and hope.”
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				So let us confidently approach the throne of grace to receive mercy and to find grace for timely help.

				—HEBREWS 4:16

			

			One of the many joys I have as a bishop is administering the Sacrament of Confirmation to our young people. Most of them, as part of their preparation for the sacrament, write me a letter requesting that I confirm them.

			They usually give a number of reasons why they should be confirmed: They have worked hard to prepare; they have completed service projects; they want to acknowledge publicly that they are mature Catholics; they come from a Catholic family and it is part of their tradition—all decent enough reasons, I suppose. But I always smile with satisfaction and appreciation when one of them mentions the best reason of all: “I want the Sacrament of Confirmation because I need it!”

			Do we ever! And not just the grace of that sacrament but the grace that comes from all the other ones, too: Baptism, Eucharist, Reconciliation, Anointing of the Sick, and those called to Marriage and Holy Orders. Simply put, we need God’s help. The sacraments bring that help in a uniquely powerful way.

			To live a faithful, generous, virtuous life, the kind of life that Jesus and His Church challenge us to live, is downright tough. It takes prayer, grit, commitment…and, most of all, God’s grace. That grace comes to us, powerfully and uniquely, in the seven sacraments.
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				The truth will set you free.

				—JOHN 8:32

			

			Veritas: Latin for “truth.” Veritas calmly, rationally, tirelessly, creatively, and effectively presents the basic, inescapable truth about human life: that from the moment of conception, a unique, unrepeatable human life is present—a life that merits respect and that deserves equal protection under the law.

			Abortion is not a theological issue but a biological one; it is not a Catholic, evangelical, or orthodox Jewish issue but a civil rights issue. I am not opposed to abortion because I am a baptized Catholic but because I am a thinking human being and a citizen of a country founded on the protection of inviolable human rights.

			We must confront certain popular untruths that continue to challenge us. One is that our personal right to choose trumps all other rights.

			We know that the rightness or wrongness of the choice depends on what is chosen. To choose Chablis over Burgundy is certainly a right; to choose your sixth glass of it before driving home is not.

			Likewise, we must acknowledge the truth that the choice to destroy an innocent human life is the most indefensible choice of all.
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				The seventh day is a sabbath of the Lord your God. You shall not do any work, either you, your son or your daughter.

				—DEUTERONOMY 5:14

			

			His Christmas card from 2008 had brought good news: He had landed a very prestigious and high-paying job as a geologist—the profession he cherished—at a mining exploration company in Montana. I was so happy for him, a friend since high school. He had explained in his card that the job was three weeks at a time in a very isolated area of the mountains, then a week back home in Illinois with his wife and three children. He regretted being away, but he and his wife had agreed that this career opportunity was well worth it.

			Then came the Christmas card for 2009. He had quit that job. Was it the money? Hardly, the card explained, since the salary was exceptional. Lack of challenge? Just the opposite, the news went on, as he really enjoyed the work. Why, then, had he quit?

			Listen to this: “I missed my wife and kids, and I missed Sunday Mass. Up in the mountains, at the site, we were over a hundred miles from the nearest Catholic church, so I could only go to Mass one Sunday a month, when I was home. The job—as much as I loved it—was ruining my marriage, my family, and my faith. It had to go!”

			Talk about an inspirational Christmas card!

			The power, the meaning, the beauty, the necessity of Sunday Mass…Just ask my friend. What role does it play in your life?
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				The one enthroned in heaven laughs.

				—PSALM 2:4

			

			By nature, we are impatient. Any confessor would report if he could that impatience is the most common sin he hears in the Sacrament of Reconciliation.

			We hate to wait in the checkout line, at the stoplight, in the doctor’s office, at the license renewal agency. We no longer wait for marriage to express sexual love, and some people even advocate not waiting for natural death before ending a life. We do not even like to wait for the Lord to answer our prayers.

			As the psalmist sings, “The one enthroned in heaven laughs.” He smiles at the impatience of His children. For God, of course, as it says in 2 Peter 3:8, “one day is like a thousand years and a thousand years like one day.”

			The Lord knows that all good things come to those who wait. He realizes that life’s best events cannot be hurried. God teaches that waiting, hoping, and longing are tonic for the soul. His prophets constantly encouraged His people of Israel never to lose heart, to “be stouthearted, wait for the Lord!”

			Our patient expectation expands the soul and creates a space that only the Lord can fill. This anticipation only enhances the joy—the pleasure of the gift—once it arrives. Our longing exercises the muscle of trust, as we have to admit humbly that God knows what He is doing, that our schedule is not His, and that He has no deadlines or calendars as we do.
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			Conversion of Saint Paul

			Many people spend a lot of time asking, “What is the Church?” Before long, they discover that the answer can be found only if they reword the question: “Who is the Church?”

			Simply put, as Saint Paul teaches, the Church is Christ. He learned this lesson on the road to Damascus, when the Lord told him that in persecuting the Church, Paul was persecuting Jesus Himself.

			What does Jesus bellow to Saul? “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute…” My people? No. My Church? No. My followers? No.

			“Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?”

			“But who are you, sir?” Saul asked.

			“I am Jesus, and you are persecuting me!”

			Paul’s conversion was one of the watershed moments in Christian history. After three days of blindness, the scales fell from his eyes and he could see. Yet it wasn’t just his surroundings that he could see. It was so much more than that.

			He could see himself as a sinner, and he was immediately changed.

			Our own experiences may not be so dramatic, but what about conversion in our own hearts and lives? Saint Teresa of Calcutta, that shining symbol of holiness and self-sacrifice, said it best when she was asked, “If you could change one thing in the world, what would it be?” She replied, simply, “Me.”

			All of us need to ask: Am I living up to what I profess? Where do I fall short, and what about my life needs changing?
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				He said to them, “Why are you sleeping? Get up and pray that you may not undergo the test.”

				—LUKE 22:46

			

			On the night before He died, at His Last Supper, as one of His last gifts to those He loved, Jesus gave us the Holy Eucharist.

			We Catholics hold three beliefs about the Eucharist:

			First, we profess that it is a sacred meal in which we unite as a family of faith to hear God’s Word, to be fed with Christ’s body and blood, to strengthen the spiritual bonds of community, and to be fortified to bring the fruits of our sacred meal to those beyond us.

			Second, we believe that the Mass is a sacrifice. Every Eucharist is a re-presentation of the eternal, unending sacrifice offered by God the Son to God the Father on the cross of Calvary. Thus, the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass is the supreme act of adoration, sorrow, thanksgiving, and satisfaction because, first and foremost, it is the action of Jesus for and with us.

			Third, the Eucharist is presence. We believe that Christ is really and truly present—body, blood, soul, and divinity—in the Most Blessed Sacrament.

			A simple, sincere, childlike reverence for the awesome presence of Jesus in the Holy Eucharist is the hallmark of genuine Catholic life.

			One of the saddest questions Jesus ever posed came only a couple of hours after the Last Supper. He had asked His Apostles to keep Him company as He began His Agony in the Garden. But they fell asleep.

			Let us resolve to keep Him company. One of the most beautiful places to do that is in Eucharistic Adoration.
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				Have no anxiety at all, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, make your requests known to God.

				—PHILIPPIANS 4:6

			

			People often ask me for ways to improve their prayer life. Although I’m flattered that they come to me with that question, my reply is that many of us spend too much time asking for tips on prayer, buying books on prayer, and talking about techniques in prayer.

			My suggestion? We just gotta do it! In many ways, we think it’s beyond us. But the fact of the matter is, it’s within us. Once we learn that it is the most natural thing in the world, prayer becomes easier.

			If you listen to the way kids pray, you notice that they don’t have any problem at all.

			“Jesus, we thank you because it’s so nice outside.” Or “Oh, Jesus, my grandma just died, but I know she’s with you in heaven for all eternity.” Or “I had a fight with my brother today, and I’m sorry about that.”

			When we talk to God as a child does, we become like little children. That is why Jesus tells us, “Amen, I say to you, unless you turn and become like children, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven.”

			As Nike says: Just do it.
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