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November 08, 2015 

Three short stories to share… 

Last week I enjoyed getting to know the new Director of Spiritual Care at Cerenity Marian Residence, 
where many of our parishioners live.  Among one of the things we discussed over coffee was one of 
the more disturbing trends that he and I both are seeing in the way that some older adults are 
treated by their children.  I mentioned that I’m aware that sometimes elderly parishioners of ours 
become gravely ill or even die without our coming to know about it, not because they don’t want 
the parish involved but because it doesn’t occur to their unchurched children that the parent is still 
strongly attached here.  The Director replied to me, with evident sadness, and said, “It happens that 
I will ask the children if they wish me to contact the church or the pastor for their parent and they 
will respond with a flat out “No.” 

A couple of months ago when Scott Mueller, one of our excellent local funeral directors, came here 
to give a seminar, he asked the audience if they knew what was the biggest single reason why 
elderly people pre-plan their funerals before they die.  Sadly, I knew the answer already:  It’s 
because those people don’t trust their children to carry out their wishes at the time of death, 
especially when it comes to the church.   

And a third example of this phenomenon came in another conversation that I had recently with the 
CEO of a nursing home, who said that she is often shocked at the way that children of the residents 
will choose to cut back on the quality of care for their parents because they are more concerned 
about not spending their inheritance money than they are in seeing that the vulnerable elderly 
person gets the best possible attention.   

What all three of these sad stories have in common is one theme:  It is people who have been entrusted with 
the precious welfare of the weakest elderly deciding that what they—the trustees—want is more important 
than the wishes of those whom they are supposed to serve and help—whether it be about spiritual things or 
material things.  It doesn’t seem to matter to such people that those treasures really don’t belong to them in the 
first place; they aren’t theirs to hoard or withhold.  But they can.  So they do. 

How do some people reach a point in life where they are willing to hurt people they love for the sake of 
something they think they love more?  Something more self-serving?  It doesn’t happen in a week or two.  
Cultivating a disposition of either generosity and gratitude or of stinginess and selfishness is the result of 1,001 
choices that people make over the course of a lifetime.  It could be called a basic spirituality, and we all have 
one, whether we ever stop to think about it or not.  The good news is that such a default approach to how we 
make use of our resources can grow and change as the result of new decisions.  And it has a kind of snowball 
effect:  the more we choose to think and act generously, the easier it is to do with each new opportunity.  But 
that is also the bad news.  The more we respond selfishly to situations, the greater becomes our capacity to 
keep doing that, with ever more harmful effect.  This has everything to do with our gospel today—the episodes 
about how people make use of the gifts they’ve been given and the opportunities for decisions that have been 
handed to them.  It has to do with the scribes that Jesus speaks about to the crowd, the ones who love to walk 
around in conspicuous clothing and who crave the attention of others for all the pious practices to which they 
adhere.  The ones who presume that the places of honor at gatherings are meant for them—or at least should 
be.  You don’t get to be a person like that as the result of any single dramatic decision.  You get there by 
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behaving selfishly for so long in so many simple and small and regular situations that it becomes automatic.  It’s 
your spirituality, your basic reaction in decision-making.   

And this gospel also has to do with the wealthy people and the poor widow in the temple that day.  The issue in 
play here is not merely who puts a lot into the collection box and who puts in only a little.  There’s more to this 
story than avoiding hypocrisy and giving till it hurts and praising those who are proportionately more generous 
in their charity, regardless of the raw dollar amounts.   

It’s more fundamental than that: It’s about what sort of person one is in the process of becoming, and how each 
new occasion to act to act either helps or hinders that process.  And that is the key difference between the poor 
widow and the rich benefactors.  For the widow, that movement of confronting the collection box actually 
required the asking of that most important question: What sort of person am I striving to become?  Because, 
depending upon the size of her contribution, her life circumstances would actually be impacted.  She would be 
living differently tomorrow as a result of her choice today.  The rich people never faced that kind of decision.  
And that is their loss.  But there’s no hint in this gospel story that the widow agonized or even hesitated, over 
what her contribution would be.  She had already cultivated a spirituality of giving.  When the need is presented, 
she contributes.  It’s who she is, but that didn’t happen by accident or in an instant.  It blossomed over the 
course of a long life. 

As for the rich ones, Jesus does not condemn them or disdain their offerings.  There are no harsh words for 
them.  It’s a good thing, after all, to give a lot when you have a lot.  But what the wealthy missed out on was an 
opportunity to confront the “Who am I?” question on this occasion, because they didn’t have to.  They gave 
from their surplus wealth.  Would they have done the same if it hadn’t been surplus?  Maybe.  We never get the 
chance to find out…not in this particular event.  Nor did they. 

But at some point we all will be brought to face that moment of truth, that “Who am I?”, that planting of the 
spiritual flag.  For some it will be when aging parents become potential burdens to us, or even threats to our 
imagined financial security.  It may be pretty late in the game if we are found out to be fundamentally self-
centered in a moment like that.  Never too late to change, but late.  It’s easier to ask the question now. And 
tomorrow.  And the next day.   

This is our annual stewardship kickoff weekend here at St. Pascal’s, and it’s an opportunity not merely to ask 
about what do we need and what can I do, but to ask the more elementary question: Who am I in the face of 
the request for help, and how will my response to this specific appeal impact who I am the next time an 
opportunity comes along?  It’s the spirituality question.  And only each one of us individually can determine the 
response. 

 

 

 


