
 “When Christ your life appears,” St. Paul assures us, “then you too 

will appear with him in glory.”1   

 Easter is a day of glory, a glory that links it with the other principal 

feast of the year, Christmas.  Christmas is a day of promise, the promise of 

the Messiah who has come into the world, the promise of the Light who has 

come to illuminate the darkness that sometimes settles in our hearts.  

Marking the season in which the sun once again starts to climb in the sky, 

Christmas is a time of expectancy. 

 We know, however, that sometimes the expectancy, the hope, of 

Christmas eludes us.  But we need not despair, for Easter, the great 

occasion we celebrate today, is a day of second chances — and of third 

and fourth chances.  It is a day in which hope rises anew, rises in a way we 

cannot begin to envision.   

 This was underscored for me several years ago while studying 

theology at a Benedictine monastery.  It was an unseasonably cold Sunday 

night, just a week prior to Palm Sunday.  As was my custom, I wandered 

down to one of the dining halls late that evening to see if the kitchen staff 

had left out a pot of coffee, as they sometimes did.  The lights were out, 

except for one that burned in a distant corner of the dining hall, near the 
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coffee machines.  I was in luck; there was coffee that night.  I poured 

myself a cup and sat down at one of the tables, alone in the hall, half in 

darkness and half in light. 

 A short while later, one of the monks, Fr. Titus, came on the same 

search for coffee.  He’d been working late in his office and wanted to take a 

break.  Fr. Titus teaches sacramental theology, and as it happened I was 

studying the theology of the Eucharist with him.  He poured his coffee and 

sat down with me, the two of us alone in a vast hall.   

 We chatted for a while about some of the things we had discussed in 

class that day, and I remember somehow or other Aquinas’ thoughts on the 

Eucharist came up as we sipped our coffee.  “Ah yes, Aquinas,” he said, 

taking a long draft of his coffee.  Then he put his cup down and looked out 

the window for a minute, though all we could really see was the darkness.  

“Aquinas is fine and good, but you really can’t understand the Eucharist 

and you really can’t understand its relation to Easter without understanding 

what happened not too far from here, back in the days when I had a 

parish.” 

 The wind whistled in the courtyard outside, blowing sleet against the 

window.  Fr. Titus took another sip of his coffee and said, “Let me tell you 

about it.”  He put his coffee down and began. 
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 As you know, Philip, spring here in southern Indiana brings uncertain 

weather.  Sometimes the barren season is drawing to an end; just as 

frequently — as we observe tonight — the weather is cold and harsh. 

 The wind stopped blowing, momentarily.  Fr. Titus stopped for a 

moment, noticing it, then continued. 

 That particular year, though, on the night of the Easter Vigil, the 

evening was inviting and suggestive.  The first shoots of new life had 

already broken through the ground.  The weather was simply beautiful.   

 He paused.   

 But you know, the lovely spring night really isn’t what I remember 

about it.  What I remember is Abby’s face … 

 His voice trailed off and he had a distant look, as if he were seeing 

her once again, back on that evening when the weather was so wonderful.  

A hint of a smile began to form, and as the wind began once again, this 

time blowing sleet against the window, it seemed to bring him back to the 

empty dining hall. 

 … I still remember Abby’s face, a face illuminated by the Easter fire, 

and in its glow you could see a tear making its way down her cheek.  Her 

face and her tears grew brighter as she lit her small candle from the 
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Paschal light and made her way into the Church to be baptized.  ‘Lumen 

Christi,’ Philip, ‘the Light of Christ’.  Yes, the Light of Christ.  

 Fr. Titus took a sip of coffee and paused for a moment, reliving once 

again that Vigil night in a small parish in rural Indiana — Abby’s night.  

Another monk poked his head into the hall, but thinking it empty, he closed 

the door and left.   

 You see, for Abby it had been a long journey to that night, to that 

Paschal fire.  She was in her mid-20s.  Like so many of her age, and of all 

ages in our time … 

 He put his mug down on the long wooden table, making a loud thud, 

as if for emphasis. 

 …  she’d been captured by the narcissism and materialism of our 

surrounding culture — by what amounts to its functional nihilism — and had 

led a life of indulgence and excess.  In her despair – and even in the midst 

of her sorrow she could name the demon that enslaved her: ‘despair,’ and 

it’s important that we’re able to name our demons; it’s no small thing – in 

her despair she’d simply given up, or maybe she was just unaware of 

another way.  Oh, of course, in that way that people have of trying to 

convince themselves they’re happy, she found a partner and was married 
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briefly.  Then he too was gone, like everything else in her life had a way of 

disappearing. 

 Outside the window, a light that illuminated an arched passageway 

that led to another part of the monastic complex flickered on.  The abbey 

cat crouched in the passageway before something caught his eye and he 

began slowly, deliberately, to stalk it.  Fr. Titus and I watched him for a 

while.   

 That cat, Fr. Titus chuckled, Who knows what he’s up to?  Going 

about his inscrutable business, I suppose.  Perhaps hunting Dominicans. 

 The cat was gone. 

 Anyway, Abby’s life was about to change, though she didn’t know it.  

We never know the ways of Providence, and through an improbable chain 

of circumstances she met Julian.  If Providence is mysterious, so too is the 

human heart.  As it turns out, they fell in love and got married.  Nothing 

elaborate, mind you.  No church wedding, no flowers, no gown, no 

reception, no honeymoon — nothing.  Just a trip to the courthouse.  Still, 

matrimony is matrimony. 

 One day not long after that they were driving down the street and 

passed the parish.  ‘That’s my church,’ Julian said as he pointed to the 

parish.  Yes, it’s true.  Julian was Catholic, though we didn’t see him too 
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often.  I didn’t know too much about him, actually, though he seemed like a 

nice-enough fellow from the little experience I’d had of him. 

 Something caught our eye as a shadow moved across the 

passageway outside.  The cat was back, whether from hunting mice, or 

Dominicans, or from some other mission known only to him, it was 

impossible to say.  The wisp of a smile on Fr. Titus’s face was back, too, as 

he returned again to Abby. 

 ‘You’re Catholic?’, Abby blurted out to him, shocked.  Well sir, I’m not 

sure Abby would’ve been any more alarmed if Julian had told her he was a 

cannibal.  Now, you may wonder how someone can marry a person without 

giving a thought or two to what religion, if any, they might practice.  But 

such are the times we live in.  Poor Abby had never been inside a Catholic 

church, probably the one thing in her life she considered a plus.  You can 

imagine how fearful poor Julian must’ve been to invite her to come with him 

one Sunday, but he invited her anyway, and Abby, though I’m sure it must 

have shaken her up, agreed to go — just the once, mind you, just the once. 

 Footsteps echoed in the hallway outside.  As they approached the 

dining hall, Fr. Titus stopped, thinking that someone might be joining us.  

But the footsteps passed by.  A heavy wooden door opened and whoever it 

was disappeared out of the building. 
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 Fr. Titus began to chuckle. 

 Well, she came to Mass one day — she was just coming the once, 

mind you.  Just going to endure it, just going to tough it out for her new 

husband.  A sacrifice of the heart, you might say. 

 ‘But something touched me,’ Abby later told me, ‘I just wanted to cry.’  

So she came back again the next week, and the week after that.  In fact, 

she and Julian began attending every week.  Then she came to talk to me 

and decided she wanted to become Catholic.  She was home — finally — 

and she knew it. 

 Fr. Titus got up to pour himself another cup of coffee.  I had one too.   

 I could’ve told her what’d touched her — the love of Christ — but it 

was important she find that out for herself.  Mustn’t try to rush discernment.  

Always a mistake.  So she began her formation to be received into the 

Church. 

 The weather was getting worse.  The sleet had turned to snow.  

Already the walkways were beginning to be covered, at least as far as we 

could tell in the flickering light of the passageway outside.  The abbey cat 

had disappeared again.  Perhaps he’d wandered over to the Guest House, 

where he made his quarters. 
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 She’d become a different person, and no one was more surprised 

than she.  When Christ touches us, we often feel a rush of emotion, then 

disorientation — how can this be happening to me, we say? — and, alas, 

as often seems to be the case in genuine conversions, difficulties arise, as 

they did for Abby. 

 There was the matter of the prior marriage, though I was reasonably 

certain the Tribunal would grant her an annulment since it seemed obvious 

neither she nor her partner at the time had any idea what marriage 

involved, and while she was disappointed that this might delay their 

reception of the sacraments, she and Julian pursued it doggedly.  

‘Whatever it takes,’ they said. 

 Fr. Titus’s voice began to trail off and I could tell he was struggling to 

contain his emotions.   

 That wasn't the worst of it, though.  One afternoon Abby tearfully 

asked to speak to me about ‘the horrible things’ she had done, things for 

which she wasn’t sure God could ever forgive her.  I assured her from 

personal experience — my own experience of sin — that nothing we can 

do is too sinful to overcome God’s mercy.  With Julian holding her hand, 

she told me, tears streaming down her face, about her misdeeds.  ‘I’m so 

sorry … I’m so sorry …’, was all she could say through her tears. 
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 Fr. Titus’s voice began to break.  He was on the verge of tears 

himself. 

 As she was telling me this, her tears were of self-condemnation; my 

tears were of joy, joy and thanksgiving for God’s endless mercy and 

forgiveness.  ‘Abby,’ I said, ‘not only can God forgive you, He already has.  

Your conversion and your sorrow are themselves powerful signs of the 

grace that’s flooded your life and of Christ’s embrace of you.” 

 The snow had stopped. 

 The months wore on, with Abby and Julian never missing a Sunday 

Mass and, in fact, they became quite active in parish life.  The Tribunal 

eventually granted Abby’s annulment petition.  And the Easter Vigil arrived.  

Abby was baptized, confirmed and received the Eucharist.  There were 

more tears, but the tears were different this time, those tears I saw in the 

light of the Paschal candle.  They were no longer the kind of tears she had 

cried so often in her life. 

 The smile had returned to Fr. Titus’s face, the smile that said that 

Abby was near, that Christ was near. 

 You remember what the Gospel of John tells us, don’t you?  ‘I am the 

light of the world.  Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will 
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have the light of life.’ 2  Lumen Christi, Philip, the light of Christ.  Abby was 

changed because the light of Christ had entered her life.  Christ’s life, death 

and resurrection is her story too.  Christ healed; he healed her.  Christ died; 

so too did the despairing Abby.  Christ was resurrected; Abby was 

resurrected too — and in this very life! 

 Fr. Titus leaned closer to me, as if he were about to impart a secret of 

some kind. 

 We can bat around theological abstractions, I suppose.  We can talk 

about indelible marks on the soul, or sanctifying grace, or some such thing, 

but all of that language is inadequate.  Because do you know, in the end, 

what happened to Abby?  I’ll tell you.  Hopeless, hope came to her.  Dead, 

she was lifted from the tomb.  Unloved, her heart was caressed by the 

Author of love.  And you know what?  One day, though she could hardly 

have expected it, and though she knew she didn’t deserve it, Christ came 

to her in the lilt of a voice, or more probably in the lilt of a life, proclaiming 

the message of the Gospel, the message of life, of love, of forgiveness.  

And when it did, she saw Christ roll the stone of her despair away from the 

tomb of her dreams, and she felt the very breath of God fill her soul with 

mercy and the prospect of a new life beyond her imagining.   
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 That’s what grace is.  It’s a moment when God humbles himself to 

touch Abby, and to touch me and to touch you.3  It’s the mystery of her 

encounter with Christ that changed Abby and changes us, a mystery for 

which ‘grace’ is another word, and an awfully inadequate one at that. 

 Abby’s story is the story of the empty tomb.  She’s the Easter story.  

You’re the Easter story, and so too is even an old monk like me.  We need 

to remember that, and when we do, you and I will both shed a tear in the 

light of Christ. 

 Fr. Titus drained the last of his coffee, pulled his cowl over his head 

and got up to leave.  As he reached the door, he turned, and with a sparkle 

in his eye, as if he’d caught a glimpse of an empty tomb in the Jerusalem of 

long ago, or maybe a glimpse of a fire and a baptismal font somewhere in 

the rural Indiana of recent times, or maybe it was the Risen Lord he saw 

just then, or maybe it was the risen Abby — or maybe it amounts to the 

same thing.  “Happy Easter, Philip,” he said.  “Today is Easter too.  Every 

day is Easter.”  And then he was gone. 

 Happy Easter, brothers and sisters. 

 

                                                 
3 Joseph Martos, The Sacraments:  An Interdisciplinary and Interactive Study (Collegeville:  Liturgical Press, 
2009), 142. 
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