FROM THE PASTOR: January 24, 2010


Old St. Joseph’s is a place of many miracles; but we sometimes fail to notice them.  That is because they are often “ordinary” miracles.  The late Fr. Horace McKenna, S.J., a famous “apostle of the poor” in the MD Province, used to like to speak about “slow miracles” as well.  I want here to reflect a bit, with gratitude, on one of our “home-grown” miracles that is both ordinary and slow – namely, the regular coming together in friendship of educated, middle-class parishioners with our guests in the parish Outreach program.

On the face of it, these two groups of people seem to have little in common.  Many, if not most of our parishioners are Caucasian, employed, and in fairly stable home situations – the current economic recession notwithstanding.  Most have health care coverage and by their own description, live quite comfortably.  


Our Outreach guests, by contrast, are predominantly people of color.  Many of them are unemployed, or are forced to live on a modest fixed income.  Some battle with disabilities, chronic illness, or issues of alcoholism and addiction.  Their home situations are often less than ideal; and some live on the street, at least intermittently.

Yet these two groups come together regularly at Old St. Joseph’s to share food and fellowship.  Why do we make this happen?  First and foremost, because the Gospel of Jesus Christ commands it: “I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, a stranger and you welcomed me” (Matt. 25:35).  Or again, in the parable of the good Samaritan, when the latter has bound up the victim’s wound and procured shelter for him, Jesus says: “Which of these…, in your opinion, was neighbor to the robbers' victim?"  The scholar of the law who prompts the parable answers: “The one who treated him with mercy," and Jesus says: "Go and do likewise” (Luke 10:36-37).


In our Catholic moral tradition, we have come to believe certain truths about humanity which bolster and support Jesus’ teaching.  One bedrock principle which underlies the rest is a belief in the fundamental dignity of each human being – woman, man, or child – as a child of God.  It is on the basis of this bedrock belief that we vigorously promote life from the moment of conception to the moment of natural death; and on the basis of the same principle, we also vigorously oppose and fight against the abortion of unborn children, the euthanizing of the disabled or elderly, and the denial of basic human needs to all comers.

For all that, though, I think the greatest miracle of our Outreach program is what the two groups who interface there, and who initially seem so different, are able to learn from one another.  Before coming to OSJ, I spent eight years at a Jesuit university which, due to the mounting costs of private higher education in this country, necessarily catered mostly to students from white, middle-class, suburban families.  And yet, for all the seeming advantages life had given them, increasing numbers of students were struggling with alcoholism, drug and other addictions, and mental health issues – most of which were already in evidence before they came to college.  

Why should “children of privilege” be afflicted with such things?  Curiously, if one dug beneath the shiny surface – the J. Crew clothing, the teeth made perfect through orthodontics, the expensive cars and SUVs, the wallets and purses filled with credit cards – what one found was strikingly similar to what one finds when talking to our Outreach guests.  People in both groups hunger for love, affirmation, and acceptance.  They hunger for meaning in the face of life’s painful mysteries – untimely loss of a loved one, affliction with an incurable illness, and so on.  They are together in fearing senseless violence related to drugs and terrorism, in fearing the destruction of the environment, and so on.


Dig down far enough – and it’s not very far, really – and you will find the evidence of a common humanity.  We are all of us fashioned in God’s likeness; we are all of us wounded by the sinful human condition.  We hunger for love, even as we fear that there won’t be enough to go around, or that we’re not worthy of it.  We are all, as a Eucharistic prayer once put it, “God-touched AND frail.”  Comparative wealth and creature comfort merely camouflage the vulnerability, make the scars look prettier, and offer more sophisticated ways to escape.  When we embrace the shared “poverty of spirit” which is part of the universal human condition, we discover that we what we have in common is greater than what divides us.  That’s why Jesus told us: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:3).
©2010 Fr. Daniel M. Ruff, S.J.

