
Thirty-three years ago this past May I, along with my four classmates, was ordained a priest. It was, as you can imagine, a high point in my life. After nine years of studies to be both a Passionist and Priest the day had arrived when I’d have the chance to serve the people of God in the role of priest. It was a heady time and it seems my head and ego had gotten a bit large in the process of training.

Now, after thirty-three years of priesthood I can confess that I’ve been humbled to my knees as both a man and priest as I’ve served the people of God the best I can. 

There are two little stories that come to mind when I remember my ordination to priesthood. 


The first story is about is a cartoon that ran in the Sunday newspaper the week I was ordained. It was a Hagar the Horrible cartoon. The Hagar character is presented as a heroic fool, a Viking who invades and plunders his neighbors property and then comes home to a troubled but comic relationship with his wife.


In the particular cartoon that Sunday morning Hagar is climbing out of his bed and as he starts to put on his shoes he suddenly hears the voice of Destiny calling, challenging him to go forth with courage, to do daring things, to climb Mount Everest, cross the Sahara Desert, capture the Loch Ness monster, and swim across the Atlantic ocean, to which Hagar then says, “And still more things I’m going to do as soon as I find my other shoe.”


I often feel these days like a foolish hero, trying to be a man of courage who learns from his limitations, mistakes and even sins, as well as a man who can forgive or learn to forgive as I’ve been forgiven. 

When I first read over the Gospel story for today, about the courageous woman who humbled herself before Jesus by washing his feet with her tears and hair and then kissing his feet I couldn’t help but think of another story that relates to being ordained a priest. 


A few weeks before Bishop McGovero of Brooklyn ordained my class of deacons, our Passionist and Priesthood Director called the five of us together for one final class before we were allowed to process down the aisle for the Bishop to lay hands on our heads. 


During the class with our Director, Fr. Richard, we were each asked to answer one question. The question was, “what do you think will be the most meaningful part of your ministry as a priest?”

Fr. Richard didn’t ask us what we thought would be our favorite part of the ministry or what we would enjoy most but what we thought would be the most meaningful. At first I wondered if it was a trick question but then I began to reflect.  

Certainly I’d enjoy the preaching, I thought, relish the opportunity to perform the weddings for my two sisters that summer, baptize a nephew and certainly I’d be thrilled to celebrate Mass for the gathered communities. But to answer the question, “what did I think would be the most meaningful part of my priesthood ministry,” That was a tough one. 


When it finally came my turn to answer the question I surprised myself by saying, “It will be an honor to hear confessions, to participate in the sacrament of reconciliation and to forgive others in God’s and the community’s name.”


It’s an absolutely extraordinary experience to have someone, almost always a stranger, enter into the sacrament of reconciliation, to either kneel down behind a screen or to sit right in front of me, someone brave enough to face their fears and to say what they must for freedom and forgiveness sake.


To be so trusted by people with their deepest and most painful stories of sin, mistakes, and failures is a profoundly humbling experience. Why, I often wonder, why would haunted, hurting, and at times humiliated people trust me, a total stranger? 


What I’ve heard people confess in the confessional has at times broken my heart, at other times seared my soul and often reminds me that no matter what sin someone might confess to me, that I’m fully capable of having done the same thing.  

I think I chose the hearing of confessions as one of the most meaningful or significant parts of my ministry as a priest because it’s one of the opportunities, like the sacrament of anointing the sick, when I have a chance to relate to an individual in an intimate exchange of hope rather than with a crowd at a public event.


The four most humbling yet courageous words you can say in life are “I’m sorry” and, “You’re forgiven.” To say these words is an act of love. Love isn’t as the old movie “Love Story,” described, “Never having to say you’re sorry,” but rather love is saying “I’m sorry,” and saying, “You’re forgiven,” when it is your turn to say one or the other. 


I love the people in my life who’ve seen me at my worst and yet continue to remind me of my best, as well as those people who I’ve seen at their worst and have remembered to love them the best I can.  

While in our Gospel today the Pharisee, Simon, the host of the banquet that Jesus is attending, judges and condemns the woman as not only a second class citizen but as an outcast, a sinner to be thrown away, Jesus treats her with the dignity that belongs by right to every child of God. It seems that when Jesus is in conversation with men in the scriptures there’s usually a debate and conflict going on about some political or religious issue and struggle. When Jesus, however, meets a woman along the way he, more often than not, opens heart with respect and care.


 The woman in our Gospel story today is one of the many women in the scriptures who have the courage to be honest with Jesus. If you think about it, the scriptures introduce us to a wide variety of strong and courageous women, and in almost every situation where Jesus comes face to face with a woman he shows a unique and encouraging tenderness.


Jesus meets, for example, a woman at the well who’s living a life unworthy of a child of God and calls her not only to change her behavior but to share with others her renewed faith.


Jesus raises to new life the deceased daughter of a desperate mother who pleads for her child’s life. 


Jesus is the friend of Martha and Mary and not only challenges them to pay attention to what is most important in life, the ways of God, but also and perhaps more dramatically, raises Lazarus, their brother and his friend, from the dead.


Jesus protects the woman caught in adultery who is about to be stoned to death and challenges the men gathered around who might have picked up a stone or two by saying “Let the one who is without sin cast the first stone.” Jesus then forgives the woman.


And then in our Gospel today Jesus praises the woman as someone who is learning to love. Because she has been forgiven much she has learned to love much.

Just as a little aside at this point. There’s one scripture story that seems to me to be a bit incomplete because it doesn’t include a woman. This is the story of the Prodigal Son. Now, we’re given in the story a good deal of detail about the younger son who left and then returned home. Were given some information about the older son who’s angry and refuses to join in the ‘welcome home party’ the father throws for his younger son, and then the father is certainly fleshed out as one who understands and forgives both sons -  but there’s no mention of a mother. I often wonder why. If there were a mother described in the story, however, I imagine she’d have been a woman of humble courage, a challenging but forgiving presence in the family. 


In my spirited imagination I can see the mother of the prodigal family trying to convince her husband to go out and stand in the middle of the road to wait for her youngest son, to then throw a party for him and then to invite their older son into a new relationship with the family. 


I don’t know why the scripture writers left the mother out of the prodigal son story but I confess I miss her.  

Back, however, to the subject of forgiveness. To be honest I’ve learned how to confess my sins from the women in our scriptures. I’ve learned how to pray a sort of act of contrition saying something like, “God of my inspired understanding, I’m a flawed man, falling short of the glory you intend in me; In arrogant prejudice I divide nation from nation, race from race, class from class. Forgive Me. I covet what’s not mine and envy the happiness of others. Forgive Me. I fail to work for peace by keeping silent in the face of injustice. Forgive Me. I gossip and repeat slander by distorting and exaggerating the truth for my own advantage. Forgive Me. I tolerate and withstand others rather than trying to understand them. Forgive Me. I exploit my body’s integrity by not taking care of myself as I should. Forgive Me. I act, at times, as though I own the truth rather than live in the knowledge that the truth embraces me. Forgive me. 


Good and inspirited God, I praise and thank you for your forgiveness and promise to make amends by changing my behavior, attitudes, habits, language and thinking. Compassionate, forgiving and ever caring Lord, stretch out your hand over me in pardon.

To conclude I’d like to remind you that our Gospel today, and that every time we go to confession, the sacrament is ultimately about forgiveness.  After the penitent confesses their sins the priest says in so many words “your forgiven,” “start again” and “learn to forgive others.” 

I hope and pray that someday I can forgive as God forgives, with a free heart. I pray for the day when I can say an “Act of Forgiveness,” as often as I say the “Act of Contrition.” Perhaps someday I’ll be brave enough and honorable enough to kneel before a priest in the confessional and say: 

“Bless me Father for I have committed a serious act of forgiveness.  In fact, I think, I forgave someone more than once. I’m not sure if these were mortal or venial sins that I forgave but I think I did it with the full consent of my will and sufficiently reflected and decided to forgive even though I still felt angry and hurt. 

For this and all other acts of forgiveness I am truly happy and promise to continue to be courageous enough to let go of old grudges by giving others the opportunity to learn from their mistakes. 

I firmly resolve, with the help of your grace, to seek the nearest occasion to forgive someone as I’ve been forgiven.”
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