Father Levesque, fellow honorees, faculty, staff, students, friends and co-workers in the Spirit:

It is an honor to be here today as the recipient of this year’s Caritas Medal. In response to this kind of generosity, I can only offer my sincere gratitude and a word of congratulations to the other honorees.

Of course, when I learned that – by virtue of receiving the Caritas Medal – I would have to give the keynote address at today’s convocation, I nearly had second thoughts. What wisdom can I add to the words of previous honorees much wiser than I, and what insight can I offer to an audience of such devout and learned people? 

Probably not much. But I’d like to try. And I’ll begin with the story of an atheist walking through the woods. He found himself marveling at the majestic trees, and the powerful rivers, and the beautiful animals. But then he heard a rustling in the bushes behind him, and as he turned, he saw a seven-foot grizzly bear charging toward him. He ran as fast as he could, but every time he looked over his shoulder he found that the bear was closing in.

Finally, he tripped and fell on the ground. He rolled over to pick himself up but saw that the bear was right on top of him, reaching for him with his left paw and raising his right paw to strike him. At that instant, the atheist cried out, “Oh my God!”

Time stopped. The bear froze. The forest was silent. Suddenly a bright light beamed down upon the man, and a voice boomed from the sky: “You deny my existence for all these years, teach others I don't exist and even credit creation to cosmic accident. Do you expect me to help you out of this predicament? Am I to count you as a believer?”

The atheist looked directly into the light and said, “I would be a hypocrite to ask you to treat me as a Christian now, but perhaps you could make the bear a Christian!”

“Very well,” said the voice. The light went out. The sounds of the forest resumed. And the bear dropped his right paw, brought both paws together, bowed his head and spoke:

“Bless us, O Lord, and these, thy gifts which we are about to receive …”

It’s a funny story that raises a sad truth. If we judge ourselves by the standards of St. Vincent de Paul, then we have to admit that each of us has been an atheist at one time or another. It has been said that “Sitting in a church doesn’t make you a Christian any more than sitting in a garage makes you a car.”

And while most of us would agree that communal worship and prayer are good and essential, we must free ourselves from the delusion that ritual alone satisfies the requirements of the Christian life. Jesus told us that. When he was attacked for healing on the Sabbath, he made it clear that love and compassion are more important than rules.

And St. Vincent de Paul carried that message of love into the modern world. He said, “We must love our neighbor as being made in the image of God and as an object of His love.” He said we must "make it a practice to judge persons and things in the most favorable light at all times and under all circumstances." He said we should “deal kindly with all, and manifest those qualities which spring naturally from a heart tender and full of Christian charity.” 

And St. Vincent cut to the quick when he said, “Distributing soup and bread is not everything. The rich can do that. The poor are your masters.”

By the standards of Christ and the standards of St. Vincent, we are in danger of becoming practical atheists if we live lives of uninterrupted entitlement and comfort, pausing only to outsource our charity by writing the occasional check or donating the occasional canned good. 

Now, it is acceptable for us to enjoy what we have. But it’s unacceptable for us to avoid unpleasant encounters with real human need. When was the last time we saw a poor person? If we have seen a poor person, have we reacted with genuine love and respect, or have we become so disquieted that we couldn’t wait to get out of the situation?

I’m not aiming these questions only at you. I’m also aiming them at myself. Because the hard truth is that we have all been hardened by the growing gap between rich and poor. 

Half the people in our world subsist on less than two dollars a day. More than 15 percent of the people in our own country – the richest nation in the world – have no health insurance. The moral bankruptcy of predatory lending has caused the fiscal bankruptcy of countless families, and has wreaked havoc on the global economy. Natural disasters, chronic diseases and needless wars have torn apart entire cities and entire nations.

We might be tempted to ask how God could allow this kind of suffering. Is God not powerful enough – or compassionate enough – to even out the inequities of our world?

I don’t believe God is lacking in power or compassion. It is we who are lacking in our capacity to do God’s will. God created an abundance of food sources for the world. Human beings have failed to distribute them properly. God created the combination of nature and brainpower needed to cure diseases. Human beings have allowed profits and power struggles to come before healing. God created an ecosystem that runs in perfect balance. Human beings have corrupted it.

But God did something else: he made you. He made me. And in response to the immense needs around us, our response must be the timeless response of Samuel and Isaiah, the timeless response of Peter and Paul, the timeless response of St. Vincent and St. Louise, the timeless response of Martin Luther King and Oscar Romero and Mother Teresa: “Here I am. Send me!”

Send me not only to give money. Send me not only to create systems and programs. But send me to respond directly and urgently to human need, face to face, eye to eye. Let us never be afraid to see poverty and disease and desperation – because those who suffer are not beneath us. They are not objects of pity or of scorn. They are children of God who have been wounded by circumstance. 

Whether by fate or serendipity or grace, we are able to live in relative comfort. And the words of Christ ring down through the centuries as a clarion call for our own time: “Much will be expected of those to whom much has been given.” 

For me, the opportunity to serve as executive director at HANCI has been both privilege and providence. I have no choice but to come face to face with the poor and the neglected, the sick and the forgotten. 

I have driven senior volunteers home and witnessed the poor quality of their housing.

I have seen the frail elders, all but abandoned by their families, fighting the system so they could leave the nursing home and die with dignity in their own beds.

I have seen the children who can barely read, whose behavioral problems point to the chaos and instability that swirl around them at home.

I have seen employees struggling to pay their bills because of medical catastrophes.

But I have also seen the simple, healing efforts of those who put their faith into action.

The retired teacher who became a home care aide so she could repay the community for the good life she had experienced. She called it her “foot washing period.” And all the other aides who do thankless work for too little money because they want to make a difference.

The Foster Grandparent volunteers who cradle children and show them the unconditional love that may otherwise be missing from their young lives.

The family caregivers who put everything on hold to give their sick parents or spouses a good quality of life.

The RSVP volunteers who visit nursing homes, serve meals at soup kitchens, and build ramps for the disabled, because they know they still have something to offer.

That is the Vincentian way. And that is the crucible in which we test and prove our faith – not that we put ourselves above the poor and the vulnerable, but that we seek to become worthy of them – that we serve them as our masters.

The Christian faith is more than rules and rituals. It’s a life of action and passion and commitment. It’s OK for it to be a comfortable life – as long as comfort doesn’t become the goal of our existence or drown out our capacity to feel. 

In that vain, I conclude with the words of the letter of St. James:

“If a man with gold rings on his fingers and in fine clothes comes into your assembly, and a poor person in shabby clothes also comes in, and you pay attention to the one wearing the fine clothes and say, ‘Sit here, please,’ while you say to the poor one, ‘Stand there,’ or ‘Sit at my feet,’ have you not made distinctions among yourselves and become judges with evil designs? Listen, my beloved brothers and sisters. Did not God choose those who are poor in the world to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom that he promised to those who love him?”

“For the judgment is merciless to one who has not shown mercy; mercy triumphs over judgment. What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone says he has faith but does not have works? Can that faith save him? If a brother or sister has nothing to wear and has no food for the day, and one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace, keep warm, and eat well,’ but you do not give them the necessities of the body, what good is it? So also faith of itself, if it does not have works, is dead.”

We may never have the dramatic, metanoia moment of the atheist trapped by a bloodthirsty bear. Our faith is tested and discovered in the smaller moments and the everyday encounters of life. Let us meet those moments with both faith and works. 

In the spirit of St. Vincent, let us begin anew. 

Thank you for the honor, and God bless you. 
