Can we be a Saint or a Martyr?

This week we have had some great memorials at our daily masses.  Monday we celebrated St. Monica, she was the mother of St. Augustine; she never stopped praying for the conversion of her son.  She is a good example for all parents who are offering their prayers for their children – a pray that never ends.  She never gave up on her son and never stopped loving him.  Tuesday we celebrated the memorial of St. Augustine himself.  He is one of the four Fathers of the Latin Church.  St. Augustine was one of the first large figures in the church – even with his rather late start towards sainthood he did so much of our faith.  He fought many heresies of his time and wrote “City of God” and his “Confessions” both of these books where the first examples of there genre.  He is one of my favorite saints for many reasons but mostly because he struggled with his faith.  He is a very “human” saint with all the concerns and problems just like you and I have everyday.

Wednesday we celebrated the Martyrdom of John the Baptist.  I know that all of us – myself included struggle living the faith on a daily basis.  Sometimes faith and even religion can be so far up in the air that we have a hard time bringing it into our daily life.  Combine the difficult nature of some of the Gospel precepts, “love your neighbor,” and “turn the other cheek,” with the more esoteric nature of other parts, “be holy as My Father is holy.”  What can we learn from the martyrs?  The simple answer of course is that we must have the strength of our faith like those that died for theirs.  That is easy to say but how do we bring that to our daily life?  I am sure that all of us will probably not ever have our lives threatened because of our faith.  We will never be put into jail for our beliefs and no will ever ask for our head on a silver platter, like John the Baptist.  So what concrete lesson for life can we take from these stories?

I think the answer may be found in seeing the fullness of what these holy men and women did as they went to their death.  None of them went looking for death.  They did not say, “Hey, I want to die today, let me go find someone to throw me to the lions!”  They were just living their lives, doing what they were called to do as best as they could.  The only difference between them and us is that they may have been a little more focused on what God was calling them to do.  We remember them because when given the chance to take the easy way and forget their faith, they stayed connected to God. 

As I said, no one will probably ever threaten our lives because of our faith. (I have to say probably because remember at Columbine High School those two young boys actually did target the Christians.  They put a gun in one girls face and asked her, “Do you believe in God now?” just before they pulled the trigger.)  How are we called to be a martyr in our daily life?  I think the answer may be more obvious than we might think.  I think we die to ourselves when each of us makes a choice for what God wants and not for what we want.  When we want to sleep in and not go to church – we are living our life for ourselves.  When we really want to ignore our responsibilities but we force ourselves to do what is right – we are dying to our self and living the life of the martyr.  Just like John and all the other examples we see, when we decide to follow the more difficult path and not take the easy way out, and then we are beginning to live the life of the martyrs.  

That is where our hope can be found.  We may just sit back and think of the saints as: those people that lived long ago and did those really great things.  When we look at the saints as so far beyond what we could ever be we gain nothing from them.  On the other hand, if we can see that the saints and martyrs as having a lot more in common with us, then we can get more from their examples.  They struggled with sin – just like you and me.  They had times when their prayers and faith felt empty – just like you and me.  I am sure that many of you have heard about the letters of Mother Theresa that has been in the news lately.  There were moments when she did not know if she really believed in God and her prayers where a waste of time.  This was more than just a passing problem.  

Does this make her not a saint?  I do not think so.  By any measure, it points out that she was just like you and me – she had moments of holiness and moments of struggle. We have more in common with the saints than we might have ever imagined.  We might struggle with our fidelity – so did St. Francis and St. Augustine.  We might have moments when we do not know if we believe in God – so did St. Theresa and St. John of the Cross.  We might have times when we stop going to church and stop praying – so did many of the saints.  Struggling with faith does not mean we are weak – it just means that we are human.  But I will tell you something that we need to remember – EVERY saint that ever walked on this earth was human.  Every one of them had to go to confession for sins of every nature.  
Please do not think that this letter is just some silly rambling to fill a space.  I think this point is of major importance for our faith journey.  If we can see our lives as they truly are then we are moving closer to God.  If we can see that we are a great deal closer to being saints and even martyrs than we ever expected, we might just have the fortitude and energy to get that one small step closer.  If we only see ourselves as buried in sin and far from the glory of God, we may give up saying, why bother trying, we can’t make it.  Too often we are over whelmed with just getting through our day let alone trying to see how are we living up to the call of the Gospel.  
Can we hope to become a martyr?  Think of that offering that prayer, dying to ourselves more and more each day so as to become more like Jesus.  Isn’t that our goal in the life of faith in the first place?  But we are closer than we may think.  It is not an impossible task to keep going.  God celebrates every small success because He knows we are making steps to move closer to Him.  Our second reading this weekend highlights this theme.  We are not being drawn towards a God that is just up in the sky and out of our reach.  The holiness that we are called to here on earth is attainable – we can be what God wants us to be.  All we have to do is start!  It is really that easy.  Why?  Because God wants us to be Holy. He is so passionate that we are all living the lives of the saints that God support us with His grace.  One small effort on our part is met with an out pouring of God’s love and grace.  

How do we start?  Look at your life – there are many opportunities right at your finger tips.  Say a night prayer as a family – you will teach your children more about religion with that one small step than hours of class time.  Tell a co-worker that you really do not like their humor – your fellow workers will thank you, because they have been thinking the exact same thing.  When someone asks you to pray for them or a family member, take a moment right then and ask them to join you in an Our Father – they will thank you and the shared prayer will mean more to them than you can imagine.  Each of these steps is a little hard; it will take a little effort, it might feel like you are going to die but God’s grace will bring new life for you.
RCIA – Do you know an adult or older child that has been baptized but never received any of their other Sacraments?  How about someone that has never been Baptized but is interested in become a Roman Catholic?  September 11 – 7:00pm there will be an informational gathering in the Meeting Room at the parish school St. Ann.  There are letters available in the Sacristy to give introducing the meeting and the RCIA program.  

