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Shelly, after trying everything else, was present for her first Alcoholics Anonymous meeting.  Skeptical and listening half-heartedly at first, the words of Martha caught her attention.  Martha told the group, ‘I just knew that I could handle alcohol and my other problems on my own, but I couldn't.  Seven years ago I came to my first A.A. meeting and since that time I have grown as a person beyond anything I could have ever imagined.’

Martha exuded confidence and depth.  She spoke of a power ‘higher than me,’ and the way in which God now lived at the center of her life.  Her words oozed with sincere encouragement and concern.  Most of all, Martha exhibited a thankfulness which words could not express.  Shelly, who came to the meeting doubtful that anything she would hear would change the way she felt or thought, made her way to Martha at the end of the meeting and said to Martha, ‘I want what you have.’

Shelly wants the compassion, the depth, and the hope that she sees in Martha, and seeks from Martha how she knows these things.  Martha cannot fully explain to Shelly that she learns compassion from times of deep personal suffering.  That she finds depth from hours of praying when there is nowhere else to turn.  That she discovers hope by taking one step at a time because ‘one day at a time’ is too much for her to handle.  Each can only be experienced.

When Shelly said, ‘I want what you have. Where do I get it?’  Martha could only tell her, ‘It comes from being right where you are and doing just what you are doing.’

She then goes on to tell Shelly the oddest story about learning compassion when we are hurting.  Learning love when we are excluded.  And learning hope when we are helpless.


The irony of the feast that we celebrate today is that Jesus (who is also the Christ) doesn’t share the image that this feast promotes!  He is always more inclusive than the nuclear family promoted by this religious feast and our society.  He knows the dangers that confront us when we overemphasize something (like family) that is not meant to be overemphasized.  It is the danger of becoming self-absorbed.  It is the danger that Martha faces when she tells herself, ‘I am convinced that I can handle alcohol and my other problems on my own….’  Then, thankfully, her eyes are opened and she becomes aware (probably painfully) ‘…but I can't.’  Jesus is grateful that he has a father and mother, sisters and brothers, but he always points beyond them.


Whenever we limit ourselves to only a particular family, only a particular nationality, only a particular parish, only a particular church, only a particular country, we resist living in union with God.  The results are always the same: fear, hatred, and violence.

The path to the awareness that we are all in union with God, is the same oddest story that Martha tells Shelly ‘about learning compassion when we are hurting, learning love when we are excluded, and learning hope when we are helpless.’  When we experience the peace and freedom to live in this way, we also experience the peace and freedom that comes from experiencing that humanity is in union with divinity… a complete gift of God.
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