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Less than one month into the parish and I have to give a “we need to 

talk” homily… 

During a ten-day period, these last two weeks, I had to celebrate 

FIVE funerals for those families in the area who were in need of God’s 

love. Some of those funerals were tragic – to comfort a family of a thirty-

one-year-old who took his life, leaving behind a wife and two children 

under the age of five, is demoralizing to say the least. Celebrating a 

funeral for ninety-year-olds is a different story – I never wish to see 

anyone leave this world but I am comforted by those who at least had 

the chance to leave a full life. 

The last of the five funerals was for a woman from Martinton, IL who 

was the matriarch of six children, thirty-six grandchildren and twenty-

six great grandchildren – the woman was in charge of a small country!!! 

I was saddened that the parish to which she belonged has closed and 
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soon will be demolished. Still, I had the chance to spend time with the 

family at the church hall in Martinton (which begs the question… what 

is with all of you and fried chicken? Five funerals, five fried chicken 

dinners and my dog and I feel like we ate the whole coop!). 

On the way back from Martinton, I received a call from Derrick 

Avant, the father of an eighteen-year-old daughter named Meoria. 

Meoria was a graduate of Momence High School; her life was tragically 

taken away in an auto accident on August 10th. I am told that this family 

had suffered the second tragedy of an immediate family member in 

these last five years, the grief being so devastating. 

Derrick did not know me from a hole in the ground, yet he asked a 

favor of our parish that I guess no one in the city could accommodate. 

Even though the funeral service took place at the local Methodist 

church, that church nor any other venue could provide seating for the 

two hundred or so mourners who were going to attend the luncheon, or 

“repass,” that would take place afterwards. Just “because,” the father 

asked if we had any accommodations that we could provide the family 

at this time. 
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Now one could say that I had no business getting into the middle of 

this situation; I did not know the family at all and what he asked of us 

would require a great deal of time and effort. If I were being callous, I 

could say that Catholics do not associate with Methodists, this wasn’t 

my problem or something of that nature. 

When I am confronted by these situations, I often refer to a comment 

that a Rabbi friend of mine named Charles Rubovits would often point 

out in the World Religion classes I teach. He would say that in every 

major scripture of every major religion, the three words that unite us 

together no matter who we are would be these: DO UNTO OTHERS. 

To my way of thinking, no matter who the person is, regardless of 

their color, language, religion, way of life or whatever – according to our 

faith tradition, every person is created in God’s image and likeness and 

deserves respect because the presence of God exists within them. 

Regardless of what someone believes, whether I agree with them or 

understand them or even don’t, you treat every person with respect 

because every person is sacred. 
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This does bring me back to the point of my homily. When I get 

involved with these kinds of crises in life, some in the ministry will 

chide me for “getting in the middle” of someone else’s problems. I guess 

with that mentality, a parent should not get in the middle of their 

children’s lives, either – in fact, I guess with that mentality, you should 

toss your children out of the house and onto the street, letting them fend 

for themselves. With this mentality, you and I should do the same with 

everyone else because if everything is about you or me and not “them” 

(however you choose to define that term), what do we care about 

anyone else? 

Look at Jeremiah from today’s first reading. As the story goes in the 

Old Testament, God created each of us in His image through His 

likeness and kept making covenants (= testaments) with us that God 

kept honoring and we kept breaking. God freed folks like us from 

slavery in Egypt, yet folks like us complained in the manner in which 

God provided for them on their journey back to their Promised Land 

(which is why only two of the original six hundred thousand men 

leaving Egypt actually stayed faithful enough to reach their destination; 
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all the others died because of their lack of faith). We learn how most of 

the judges and kings weren’t faithful; outside of Asa, Hezekiah and 

Josiah, most all the kings that lived after Solomon were really corrupt. 

We learn in this Old Testament story how Amos and Hosea from the 

north and Isaiah and Micah from the south tried to reason with the 

kings to straighten out their acts, to very little success. We then read 

how Jeremiah tried to reason with the last king of this line named 

Zedekiah, resulting in him getting him tossed into the mud, treated like 

trash and then placed in the middle of the city by the invading 

Babylonians to watch the city burn while writing a lament concerning 

how his people abandoned their God and lost their land as a result. In a 

more selfish way, Jeremiah would have been better off staying out of 

this mess, living his life and letting these people descend into the 

corruption that they deserved. 

The same goes with Jesus. Why would you want to leave a perfect 

existence, become incarnate, become subject to the wrath of the 

Sanhedrin and so-called faithful believers, many of whom had no 

intention of every changing their ways? Jesus could have avoided the 
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whole suffering on the cross by just staying in heaven and forgetting the 

rest of us. 

With this mentality, parents could forget their kids, individuals could 

toss away their communities, Jeremiah and the Lord could live at peace 

and I could have had a nice, quiet weekend. So why get in the middle? 

These last few years as I have been struggling with the lack of success 

I have had with protecting children in the Church, a friend of mine came 

across the writings of Yehuda Bauer, a Jewish scholar and historian from 

the Hebrew University in Jerusalem whose area of specialty is in the 

study of the Holocaust, the most gruesome, violent act of innocent lives 

that I am able to recall in recent times. The words he writes about how 

any of us should react concerning his lingering act of violence should 

apply to the manner in which we deal with all crises in life. Mr. Bauer 

writes… 

 
I come from a people who gave the Ten Commandments to the 
world. Time has come to strengthen them by three additional ones, 
which we ought to adopt and commit ourselves to: thou shall not be 
a perpetrator (autor de violencia); thou shall not be a victim (víctima); 
and thou shall never, but never, be a bystander (espectador). 
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Think about this – thou shall never be a bystander. As a Catholic, one 

difference between a Catholic like me and a Methodist like Mr. Avant is 

that the Methodist cross has no corpus on it; a good Protestant focuses 

on the image of the resurrection. A Catholic cross does have a corpus 

because the focus of a good Catholic rests on sacrificing one’s life for the 

sake of the other, to say that the other person’s life is more important 

than our own. As Christ has modeled for us, so we model for each other. 

This is why the word “Mass” means “sacrifice” – as Christ sacrificed his 

life for our salvation (whether we choose to accept it or not), we are 

called to do the same. 

So, of course, I told Mr. Avant that we would help, knowing I could 

not accomplish this task alone. Entering a gymnasium large enough to 

hold these two hundred mourners, I was greeting by an entrance of 

cobwebs at the door. The floor was sticky; the bathrooms were not clean. 

So much needed to be done and so many people needed to help. 

It was then that the sacrifice of this community kicked in for the sake 

of a grieving family. After a phone call or two, Jack Noonan and the 
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funeral committee at St. Patrick’s were diligently cleaning the 

gymnasium and preparing the food for the upcoming event. Friends 

from St. Anne’s Church also volunteered to help, which they did. A few 

staff members and the football team from Momence High School helped 

set up tables and chairs and took care of the basic needs for the day. 

Even Ted Peterson stopped by to loan us his truck in carting furniture 

around the property. 

By the time the mourners arrived in the gym around 2:00 p.m., the 

web-infested St. Patrick’s Gymnasium served as a honorable venue for 

those who wished to comfort each other, all because a group of folks 

followed the message of the scriptures and got in the middle of 

someone’s grief, a bunch of folks who did not stand from a distance as 

bystanders but became invested for the sake of the other. There is no 

better testimony of living the gospel message than what took place on a 

Saturday morning and afternoon on this property, due to the kindness 

of folks from the area. 

By the time I first met parents Derrick and Tarasha at the reception, 

they both started hugging me as if I were one of their closest friends. 
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They asked me to offer a prayer of blessing at the beginning of the meal; 

I responded by offering one of my favorite passages from the Book of 

Romans, chapter eight, verses 35-39. To paraphrase… 

 
What will separate us from the love of Christ? Will anguish, or 
distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or the 
sword? … (No,) I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor 
angels, nor principalities, nor present things, nor future things, nor 
powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature will be able to 
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

 
 

Let us never stand idly by when others are in need. Let us become 

advocates for the sake of love, knowing that what we do may not be 

easy but is necessary for others to see the work of God living through 

us. Let us pray for the Avant family, for all that suffer May we share the 

consolation of God’s love always with the people that we meet. This is 

our prayer. 


