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This past August, Fr. John Kartje, a priest of the Archdiocese of Chicago 

and the Rector at Mundelein Seminary, directed the bishops of Illinois, 

Wisconsin, and Indiana for our annual retreat.  He invited us to reflect on 

estuaries. And to be honest, I had to take a moment to think back to my 

grade school education to recall that an estuary is the place where the 

river meets the sea.   

  

Mary Philip, a Lutheran university professor and author, writes, “Estuaries 

are borderlands that are continuously graced by rivers on the one side 

and lashed at by the sea on the other.  Purity on one side and 

brackishness on the other.”  

  

Because of the confluence of order and chaos, estuaries become places 

of new creation.  With the mixing of freshwater and seawater, there is a 

constant tug of war between those who live in the river and those who 

dwell in the sea. Each must constantly adjust and adapt to the presence 

of the other. Life is not easy in an estuary.  

  

However, we find estuaries to be places of tremendous creativity.  New 

life emerges in this challenging environment as the various species who 

dwell there encounter one another, and the changing currents and tides 

reveal new and unexpected realities.   

  

In the Gospel today (John 8:1-11), two streams of water converge. On the 

one hand, Jesus pours into the scene from a place of prayer at the Mount 

of Olives. On the other hand, the scribes and the Pharisees are caught up 

in a torrent of judgment and vengeance.  The scene at hand is much like 

an estuary. At first it seems chaotic, with the crowd ready to stone the 

woman caught in adultery. Like an estuary, life in this moment of 

encounter seems challenged and under threat.  



  

Yet, also like an estuary, the promise of new life emerges. The calm heart 

of Jesus encounters the hot heads of the scribes, the Pharisees, and the 

crowd.  The chaos is transformed into a new order.  From sin comes 

grace... from vengeance comes mercy… from condemnation comes 

renewal and resurrection.  

  

Estuaries are in-between places... places of unexpected encounter. And in 

that encounter, change happens, and new life emerges.  

  

Shrines are like estuaries. They are not parishes.  They are not private 

chapels. They are something in between. And like an estuary, a shrine, as 

a place in-between, can offer unexpected encounters… between God and 

us and between us and each other.   

  

Here in this space, people of all walks of life have found welcome. Surely, 

at times, like the meeting of the waters in an estuary, there can be 

chaos. Surely, at times, like when freshwater and the saltwater mixes, 

there can be challenge. Surely, at times, like when we wade into unknown 

waters, there can be uncertainty.  

  

And yet, I am certain that if we were to interview the many people who 

have walked through the doors of this shrine, we would discover story 

after story revealing the experience of this shrine as a place of divine 

encounter… where the promise of new life emerges… where the chaos of 

life gives way to renewed calm… where sin surrenders to grace, and 

mercy is revealed.  

  

Like the scene in today’s gospel, this shrine serves as a place of holy 

encounter between God and God’s people. And whether we find 

ourselves standing amid the crowd with stones in our hands, or standing 

with the accused woman awaiting condemnation, we can be sure that 

Jesus will come pouring in, like a river of living water seeking to stir us up 

and leave us changed forever.  



Let us be bold and confident as we give welcome to Christ and the 

Waters of New Life. And as we are bold and confident, let us also be 

humble and grateful, knowing that it is always God who leads and directs 

us each day.  

  

In a special way today, we are grateful to God for Sisters Joaquina, 

Bridget, and Joan.  Their devotion to the Heart of Jesus in the spirit of 

Saint Frances Xavier Cabrini and her works has helped this Shrine to serve 

as a place of divine encounter. May God continue to bless them in their 

service of God’s Church. And may God bless us all as we continue to live 

and to serve in the estuaries of life in our world.  
  
 


