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Faith and Works Go Together 

 At my Priesthood Ordination Mass four years ago, Archbishop Sartain preached the 

following words to me and my classmates: 

“Remember that your vocation…is…the path that God has chosen for your 

salvation; your path to Heaven.  On this path…you will discover more and more 

who you are.  …  [And] Through…ministry [and service] God will teach you who 

you are to Him.”1 

Through ministry and service—through our good works—God teaches us.  Through our good 

works, God leads us on our path to Heaven. 

 Archbishop’s words weren’t meant only for the four of us being ordained priests.  They 

were meant for all of the hundreds of people present at the Cathedral that day.  They were meant 

for all disciples of Jesus Christ everywhere, including all of you here at Mary, Queen of Peace.  

Within every vocation, state in life, and the various circumstances we find ourselves in, there are 

acts of ministry and service God calls each of us to.  And He uses these good works to teach us 

who we are and lead us on our path to Heaven. 

 Our Second Reading, from the Letter of Saint James, makes an even stronger claim.  Not 

only do our good works teach us who we are and lead us to Heaven.  Even more, good works are 

not optional—they are an essential part of a life of faith that is on the path to Heaven.  Good 

works both demonstrate the faith we have, and inspire us to continue making progress in our 

faith. 

https://bible.usccb.org/bible/readings/091221.cfm
https://soundcloud.com/northwest-catholic/archbishop-sartains-homily-at-the-2017-priest-ordinations
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 It can be said that a “merely conceptual faith does not save, but only a faith that takes 

concrete form in our lives.”2  In other words, faith, “if it does not have works, is dead.”3  I’d like 

to share three stories that demonstrate this essential connection between faith and works. 

+++ 

First, a personal testimony of how works lead to growth in faith: 

 Even before I was a priest, I discovered that one of the most important places that God 

called me to ministry and service was in hospitals.  I first began hospital ministry eleven years 

ago while I was in seminary at The Catholic University of America in Washington, DC.  I was 

enrolled in hospital chaplain training for a year at Children’s National Medical Center. 

 Going into this training, I was very intimidated and was not looking forward to it.  I did 

not see myself as someone equipped to do a ministry like this.  How was I going to be able to go 

into the rooms of total strangers and do anything helpful?  Subsequently, learning how to be a 

chaplain became one of the hardest experiences of my life—and also one of the best! 

 Hardest because, during those first couple months, I spent a lot of time walking the 

hallways, trying to find reasons not to go into someone’s room.  Such as: 

“That room looks too dark.  They must be sleeping.” 

“Looks like they’re busy with the nurse.  I’d just be in the way.” 

“They’re watching TV.  I don’t want to interrupt that.” 

 Each week, as I checked in with my supervisor, she would offer me a goal for 

overcoming my many fears about this ministry.  And then, week-by-week, I started to notice 

something.  I should say, I started to notice Someone.  I started to realize that I was not alone in 

this ministry.  And, that it really wasn’t me that was going to do anything helpful for these 

patients and their families.  Any guesses Who was with me in that ministry?  More and more I 

recognized the Holy Spirit was with me! 

https://www.theologicalcollege.org/
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 Each time my supervisor gave me a goal, without fail, the Holy Spirit would be in the 

room—not just giving me the courage to work on the goal—but actually arranging a very 

specific scenario so that I would have no choice but to work on that goal.  What was one of the 

hardest experiences of my life eventually became one of the best!  The good works I was doing 

in the hospital each week taught me lessons and strengthened my faith.  The good works brought 

new life to my faith, as I learned about the presence and guidance of the Holy Spirit. 

+++ 

 At the end of that seminary year, I was struggling a lot with discerning priesthood, so I 

decided to withdraw from the seminary.  I moved back to Seattle, and wasn’t sure how or if my 

time in seminary—including hospital chaplain training—would play a part in my life going 

forward. 

 A few months later, a friend of mine from DC called and asked me if I would visit her 

nephew who was at Seattle Children’s Hospital.  I agreed, but some of those old doubts and fears 

from the enemy spirit came back to me.  How am I going to be able to go into the room of a total 

stranger and do anything helpful? 

 But, I agreed to do this good work, and so off I went to the hospital.  And the moment I 

stepped into the main lobby of that hospital, I felt something familiar.  Any guesses what I felt?  

The Holy Spirit!  In that moment I was reminded that this was a good work that God was calling 

me to.  In all the ways that I didn’t feel equipped or naturally gifted for this ministry—God was 

equipping me and sharing His gifts with me for it. 

 I had a good visit with the patient and his family.  And, as I was making my way out of 

the hospital that day, I knew I had to respond to this call from God, but I didn’t know exactly 
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how.  And, as soon as I had that thought, I looked to the left and saw a door with a sign that read:  

“Chaplain’s Office”. 

 So, I knocked on the door, she answered, I told her who I was, asked her if I could help as 

a volunteer chaplain, and, in that moment, the trajectory of my life changed.  The Lord used that 

ministry for the next few years to teach me who I was to Him, which included helping me 

discern returning to the seminary and eventually being ordained a priest. 

+++ 

 Now that I am a priest, the Lord continues to teach me about faith and lead me to Heaven 

through ministry, service, and good works—not only my own, but also through those of others.  

One example is through the ministry of parishioners who bring Communion to the hospitals, 

nursing facilities, and homebound.  A few years ago, a parishioner called me and asked me to 

come to the hospital and offer Anointing of the Sick to a woman she had just visited.  I arrived a 

couple hours later and prayed with the woman and her daughter. 

 At the end of the visit, the woman and her daughter were so happy and peaceful and, 

really, so complimentary.  Not of me, but of our parishioner who had come to visit them earlier 

that day.  Then, the woman said to her daughter, “Go ahead, tell Father Chad what happened.” 

 Then her daughter said to me, “I’m not religious at all, but I have to say that your 

minister was just so wonderful!  When she came into the room, we didn’t know who she was or 

why she was here.  And at that time, mom’s heart rate was out of control at 170.  The nurses had 

been working on her, trying to get her heart under control.  But the moment the minister came 

into the room, without her saying a word, without us knowing who she was, mom’s heart rate 

suddenly slowed down and became normal and calm again.” 
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 This little encounter demonstrated the power that good works have to strengthen faith—

in the minister, the patient, the nurses, and me.  And, perhaps, the power that good works have to 

inspire or awaken a dormant faith—in that woman’s “non-religious” daughter. 

+++ 

Finally, I’d like to share a story that demonstrates the complementary effect.  That is, how faith 

leads to works: 

 I’ve preached before about Corrie ten Boom.  During the Nazi invasion of Holland during 

World War II, she and her family became very unlikely leaders in the Dutch Underground, 

resisting the Nazis, and hiding Jewish people in their home.  They were all eventually arrested 

and sent to concentrations camps.  Corrie was the only one who survived and was eventually 

released due to a clerical error, even though the war was not completely ended yet. 

 When she returned to her hometown, she was asked to help deliver some forged papers to 

the police station, to help someone get released from jail.  She had done things like this many 

times before, yet now she found herself fumbling and nervous and not able to successfully 

complete the transaction with the police lieutenant.  She quickly departed the station and, 

grateful to be out of the situation, she reflected with these words: 

“If I had ever needed proof that I had no boldness or cleverness of my own, I had 

it now.  Whatever bravery, or skill I had ever shown were gifts of God—sheer 

loans from Him of the talent needed to do a job.  And it was clear, from the 

absence of such skills now, that this was no longer His work for me.”4 

God was no longer calling Corrie to work with the Dutch Underground.  Rather, He was now 

calling her to make room in her heart for another work:  to travel the world, speaking to 

thousands of people about God’s love, mercy, and forgiveness.  Another work that I’m sure she 

felt ill-equipped to do. 
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 Corrie’s testimony shows us how important faith is in the good works we do.  First, it’s 

God who equips us for the good works He calls us to.  There may be something He’s calling you 

to that you have no interest in, are afraid to do, or think would be impossible for you to do.  

That’s why it takes faith, prayer, and a personal relationship with God to discern the good works 

that He’s calling us to.  Furthermore, it takes all of these things to discern when God is no longer 

calling us to a particular work.  And, to trust that that there is something else just as important 

that God is calling us to—and equipping us for—next. 

+++ 

 This is why we’ve been on retreat all summer—and why I encourage you to keep on 

practicing and developing those prayer habits each day:  to keep on getting to know Jesus better.  

The better that you know Jesus, the stronger your faith will become, which will help you 

recognize and embrace the good works that He is calling you to.  The more you embrace the 

good works He is calling you to, the more you will learn who you are to Him, and He will lead 

you—and those you impact by your good works—on the path to Heaven. 

1 Archbishop J. Peter Sartain, Homily at Mass for Ordination to the Priesthood, St. James Cathedral, Seattle, Wash., 

3 June 2017. 
2 Adrien Nocent, “Faith without Works (Jas 2:14-18)” in The Liturgical Year, Volume Three: Sundays Two to 

Thirty-Four in Ordinary Time, tr. by Matthew J. O’Connell (2013), p. 259 
3 James 2:17 
4 Corrie ten Boom, The Hiding Place (1971), pp. 233-234 

                                                           


