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Planted Near Running Water 

 A year ago at Christmas, a friend gave me potted desert rose plant as a gift.  This plant is 

a succulent, native to East Africa and Arabia.  It has a green trunk that swells up to store water 

for times of drought, as well as shiny green leaves.  What makes it so popular is that every few 

months, it will produce some buds that soon burst forth into bright rose-like blooms. 

 In order for this type of plant to flourish in our colder climate, you have to do the best 

you can to mimic its native environment.  Lots of sun and a well-draining soil that’s allowed to 

dry out between watering are both musts. 

 My first winter with this plant went quite well.  Within the first month it had already 

produced several beautiful bright red blooms.  A few months later, several more beautiful 

blooms emerged.  I was careful not to water it too much, and it seemed like it was flourishing all 

throughout its first year. 

+++ 

 Last month, as we began the second year of this plant under my care, I started to notice a 

few of the leaves towards the base turning yellow and then brown.  I plucked them off, hoping 

this was just part of the normal cycle of this plant’s life.  A few more turned yellow, so I looked 

up on the internet:  “Why do I have yellow leaves on my Desert Rose plant?”  One answer I 

found said this:  “Desert Rose plants can develop yellow leaves for several reasons.  Some as 

simple and benign as a change of seasons.”1 

https://bible.usccb.org/bible/readings/021322.cfm
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 OK, that made me feel better.  “It’s just a change of seasons,” I told myself.  We had a 

few weeks of cold weather and it sits close to the window—it’s gotta be just a change of seasons 

that it’s going through. 

 As more and more leaves began to turn yellow, my relief turned back into concern.  I 

went back to the internet and read beyond the first line.  This particular website said that all of 

the following “may cause yellowing leaves”:2 

 Too much water 

 Too little water 

 Too little light 

 Fungal infection 

 Pest infestation 

 Next, I looked in a book on houseplants I had been given for Christmas this year, which 

said this about the desert rose: 

“When the light levels are low and it is cold, do not water much, if at all.  Never 

water them if it is cold where they are placed, as they will rot quickly.”3 

I looked more closely at the base of the trunk, where the plant stores up its water for the times of 

drought.  I pressed on it and as I felt its spongy flesh that’s supposed to be firm (and even caused 

a little rupture in the surface), I realized my worst fears for this plant.  It had a fungal infection 

and was rotting—there was no way to save it. 

 I could be wrong—I’m very much a houseplant novice—but the diagnosis that I’ve come 

to is that—even though I watered this plant very infrequently, the fact that I did water it at all 

during the coldest weeks in late December, and it was sitting by a window in the coldest part of 

my rectory—that was enough to cause the water to not drain well, not evaporate, and to sit on the 

plant and cause it to rot, as the book said, quickly. 

+++ 
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 About now, you might be wondering why I’m using the homily to give you an update on 

the health of one of my houseplants.  Maybe some of you are thinking, “Keep going.  This is 

more interesting than your usual homily…”  Either way, the point I’d like to make is contained 

in a verse shared by both the First Reading and the Psalm: 

Blessed are they who hope in the Lord. 

[They are] like a tree planted near running water…4 

As Scripture often reminds us, there are so many spiritual lessons that are offered to us through 

our observation of nature.  As Saint Paul wrote to the Romans: 

Ever since the creation of the world, [God’s] invisible attributes of eternal power 

and divinity have been able to be understood and perceived in what he has made.5 

In other words:  God created the world, and His creation not only shows us His glory (Psalm 

19:2), it also contains and reveals to us truths about who God is, who we are, and how we are to 

relate to Him.  And so, looking at nature—even taking care of houseplants—teaches us many 

lessons about how we are or are not relating to God. 

 In this case, I wasn’t attentive enough to my desert rose.  The temperature was getting too 

cold and I gave it too much water.  The water became stagnant in the pot and caused it to rot.  In 

trying to take care of this houseplant, I can not only learn some things about the plant—I can also 

learn some things about myself.  In being attentive to the plant’s condition, I can also reflect on 

my own condition. 

 How am I doing right now?  Am I like a desert rose planted in well-draining soil?  

Flourishing and producing vibrant blossoms?  Or am I more like a desert rose sitting in stagnant 

water?  Getting soft, losing my leaves, and starting to rot in my core?  A desert rose planted in a 

pot can’t do much about its circumstances.  It’s helpless.  But, we’re not helpless.  We can do 

something about our circumstances. 

+++ 
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 Friday was the Memorial of Our Lady of Lourdes.  On February 11, 1858, Mary first 

appeared to Saint Bernadette in a grotto (or cave) in southern France—an out of the way place 

where the locals often dumped their garbage.  Over the next five months, she appeared to her in 

that place 18 times.  Over the course of her appearances, there were three things Mary instructed 

Bernadette to do: 

 See that the priests build a chapel there. 

 Pray for sinners. 

 Look for a stream and wash in it. 

“I went to the Gave, the only stream I could see.  Then she made me realize she 

was not speaking of the Gave and she indicated a little trickle of water close by.  

When I got to it I could only find a few drops, mostly mud.  I cupped my hands to 

catch some liquid without success and then I started to scrape the ground.  I 

managed to find a few drops of water but only at the fourth attempt was there a 

sufficient amount for any kind of drink.”6 

With hundreds of people looking on, Bernadette unearthed the miracle of Lourdes:  that a stream 

of fresh, pure, life-giving water was flowing, though unseen by human eyes.  Her obedience, her 

listening, her faithfulness, led her to dig a little bit through the mud and muck to unearth this 

treasure for the world.  Millions have visited this holy site ever since.  Thousands miraculously 

healed in ways seen—and many more thousands in ways unseen. 

 Mary used this flow of water to teach Bernadette—to teach all of us—that the life-giving 

waters of Jesus Christ are always flowing.  Sometimes we need to look in a place we weren’t 

expecting.  Sometimes we need to humble ourselves, be obedient, listen, take instructions and 

guidance, and be open to learning.  Sometimes we need to be willing to try something new—or 

something we don’t think could possibly work.  All the time—we need to be checking if we’re 

connected to the Lord’s life-giving running water. 

 If we’re not…then what are we connected to?  If we’re not connected to the Lord, here 

are some other options that we might be connected to:  a barren desert, a lava waste, a salty and 
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empty earth.7  If our hearts are turned away from the Lord—if we’re putting all our hopes in 

human beings, in the material things of this world that give us temporary comfort—then we’re 

cursed.8  And we’re going to experience problems when we face the heat, the droughts, the 

floods, the storms that do come in every person’s life. 

 This is why, since last summer, we’ve been talking about the necessity of having a retreat 

experience each day.  To check if we’re rooted near the Lord and being fed by His life-giving 

running water—or if we’ve drifted over into the desert or slid down into the swamp.  If I had 

been more attentive to my desert rose on a daily basis, maybe I could’ve saved it.  It’s too late for 

my desert rose—but it’s never too late for us.  With the Lord, it’s never too late for us!  He’s 

always ready to send forth His life-giving water—even in a place that we wouldn’t expect to find 

it. 

+++ 

 The daily retreat experience is important—but so is an actual retreat.  I’ll be making my 

own annual retreat this coming week.  An annual retreat is required by Canon Law for priests 

and religious—for good reason.9  But, a retreat is not only for priests and religious—though 

sometimes we live our Christian lives as though it is that way. 

 During one of the times that I had withdrawn from seminary, I was still in the habit of 

making an annual retreat.  I was talking to a friend about that I needed to discern some things 

about what to do with my life, and I commented that I needed to go on retreat.  And she said to 

me, kind of in an exasperated way, “You go on more retreats than anyone I know!”  I think 

partly her point was that I needed to make a decision about my life.  But, also, her point was that 

I went on too many retreats. 
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 At another time, when I was in seminary, I was talking to another friend about going on a 

retreat, and feeling a little bit guilty that I had that luxury as a seminarian.  And she said to me, 

“Well, it’s kind of your job to go on retreats!”  As a way to encourage me and give me 

permission, so to speak, that it was OK for me—as a seminarian—to take time for retreats. 

 So, either way, it’s a problem for us, if we think of retreats as optional, excessive, 

unnecessary, a luxury, or a waste of time.  Or, if we think of retreats as something for priests and 

religious to do, but not for everyone else. 

 I’m not saying it’s easy to make time for a retreat—and there might be circumstances in 

someone’s life that make it very difficult, if not impossible.  So, the daily retreat experiences 

remain a necessity.  But, it’s worth considering how hard you’ve tried to make a retreat happen 

for you—whether it’s a half-day, full-day, or multi-day retreat.  Or, how hard you’ve tried to 

help your spouse have time for a retreat.  We have options and places for retreats in our area, 

including:  the Archdiocese Retreat Center in Federal Way, two different communities of sisters 

who host retreats on Shaw Island, as well as my seminary, Mount Angel Abbey in Oregon.10  

Please let me know or ask your friends if you’re looking for an idea for a retreat. 

 In the meantime, as you are considering the possibility of making a retreat, I highly 

encourage you to put our Lenten Parish Mission on your calendar.  Three nights just before the 

start of Lent:  February 27th, February 28th, and March 1st, here in the Church at 7:00 p.m.  

Where else would you want to spend Mardi Gras, than here at church? 

 The Lenten mission is not the same thing as a retreat, but it has many retreat-like qualities 

and benefits.  It’s a valuable opportunity to set aside some Time in a Place to reconnect with 

God.  To assess the essential question:  “Am I planted near God’s running water?”  If not, then, 

as Mary said to Bernadette:  now is the time to look for the stream. 
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Desert Rose (7 July 2021) 
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