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May 01, 2016 
Sixth Sunday of Easter 
 
Some of you know that my youngest two siblings are adopted into my family.  My youngest brother, Joey, 
arrived when I was 10 years old and he was an infant.  I remember that day as is it were yesterday.  I got excused 
from my 5th grade class and travelled to the office of Catholic Charities in the faraway city of Saint Paul.  There, 
this lovely, caring woman named Mrs. Combs brought out a blonde, blue-eyed, beautiful, mysterious baby boy 
and placed it in my mother’s arms.  Then we all went home to begin a new life together. 

Today my brother, his wife and two boys live in Duluth and they are all healthy and happy.  He’s now 47 years 
old.  In 2008 our mom died, and it remains to this day the largest crowd at a funeral that I have ever seen—
something around 1,000 people in the church.  I couldn’t have begun to remember specifically who all was there 
among the sea of faces and friends.  And it wasn’t until long afterward that I learned that one of those faces was 
Mrs. Combs from Catholic Charities.  It had been almost four decades.  She had seen the obituary in the paper 
and had wanted to come to pay respects—but mostly she had come to see how life had turned out for baby 
Joey.  I’m not sure if she was permitted to identify herself at the funeral, but we later found her signature in the 
registration book.  I’m sure that nobody in our family recognized her that day in the pew.   

This all came back to me this week because I attended a burial service for the father of a good friend of mine.  
Somehow Patrick and I got to visiting about family life. I always have known that he too is an adopted son, but I 
hadn’t known until now that he came into his parent’s lives through Catholic Charities, and when I asked if he 
remembered the name of the person there who had helped with his adoption he said, yes, it was a Mrs. Combs.  
And it’s all gotten me to marveling at what an extraordinary and blessed kind of life it must have been for Mrs. 
Combs for all these years in the carrying out of her sacred work.  Finding priceless treasure, human life, and 
trusting and daring to choose how and with whom to place that life with a family, and then silently watching and 
praying from a certain distance to see how it all comes out.  What an amazing ministry.  What a privilege and 
what a joy when it ends happily.   

And then along came this gospel also this week from Saint John, the one about Jesus going away for a time, 
home to his Heavenly Father, and entrusting the people he loves so much to the care and protection of the Holy 
Spirit.  Placing precious treasure into the hands of the one whom he knows will watch over them, keep them 
safe, encourage and empower them, and fill them with joy.  Like an adoptive home, the Spirit will be the One 
who will gently nudge the Christian family—the Church—US—to grow and to mature and to be happy and 
secure in our own blessedness.  While our Lord watches and cares for us for a little while from a short distance 
away, but never really absent either—being right here in the gathering when we need him most, but not 
necessarily being recognized specifically in the pew.  Like Mrs. Combs at the funeral.   

As this season of Easter moves into its later days, the Sacred Scriptures begin to shift focus from the Jesus who is 
visibly present among us—as he is—to the Jesus who is no longer simply always obvious among us, but who is 
instead mysteriously inserted and embedded into the daily life of the church, under the loving guidance of the 
Holy Spirit.  I know that can sound kind of vague and foggy, but we’re speaking of the Mystery of God here, 
which we will never fully be able to articulate in clear concepts.  How can Jesus be both here and not here?  How 
can the Holy Spirit be both the Spirit of Christ and yet not be Christ?  We Christians are asked to hold many  
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claims in tension, not in order to be confused but in order to make us always aware that our life support comes 
from a Divine Source that is not ultimately ours to figure out, or dissect, or contain in a rational explanation, as if 
we were God’s master.   

You just can’t do that with a God whose very name is Love.  Because Love is a force that can only be experienced 
by being allowed to overwhelm us, and to both fill us up completely here and now AND to summon us to 
something for which we must long with a certain restlessness for as long as we live.  All that, I think, is what 
Jesus is trying to say to his friends in the gospel today—something about going away, but not ever really leaving; 
something about entrusting us to the love of another, an Advocate, a Spirit, but always being near to us to 
watch us grow, even when we can’t quite say, “There he is, over there!”  Kind of like Mrs. Combs. 


