
 
Novena of Grace 2019 

 

Readings: Esther C: 12, 14-16, 23-25 | Psalm 138 | Matthew 7: 7-12 

Grace: To ask God to walk with us when we need help.  

 
 

At 1pm on Tuesday afternoon, day one of the Novena, my youngest sister gave birth to a baby 

boy. Barrett Joseph is his name. I now have nine nieces and nephews.  One of my other sisters told her 

son, my six-year-old nephew Ian, Barrett’s name and Ian said, “That’s a nice name! I still wish they 

named him Ian Jr. though.” As Mick Jagger says, “Ian, You can’t always get what you want.” 

 

All of us remember where we were on September 11, 2001. I was in my freshman year at 

Gonzaga University and I worshipped at a small Catholic Church off campus. The following Sunday 

during the prayer of the faithful the priest opened up the petitions to the whole congregation, “for what 

else shall we pray …” and someone asked, “Lord, I pray that all the terrorists burn in hell.” Without 

missing a beat, someone else in the congregation said in a deep and authoritative voice (that sounded 

like Morgan Freeman) “Lord, do not hear that prayer.” After that Mass went on as usual. We all 

gathered around the same table and received of the same body of Christ. 

 

In remembering this story, I’m struck by how central the action of asking is to our liturgy, to our 

communal prayer, to our life together as church.  

 

At our liturgies we ask that God send down the Spirit to make our gifts holy, the body and blood 

of our Lord Jesus Christ. That God remember those who have walked before us in faith. That God’s 

kingdom come, God’s will be done … We’ll ask the Lamb of God for mercy and for peace … And later 

this evening those who wish will ask for what they need through the intercession of St. Francis Xavier.  

 

It gets messy sometimes, but this is where we humbly meet each other: in our vulnerability and 

need: our need for food and water, for love and acceptance, for meaning and purpose in life, for 

forgiveness and mercy, for healing and strength.  

 

As enemies plotted the destruction of the people of Israel, in exile in Persia, Queen Esther lay 

prostrate on the ground from morning until evening. And she wasn’t alone. It says she was together with 

her handmaids. Memory plays an important role here. She calls upon the God of Abraham, Isaac, and 

Jacob. In the longer version she recites a litany of the ways God has has given good things to those who 

ask: 

I have heard, Lord, from the books of my ancestors 

that you saved Noah from the waters of the flood. 

that you freed Jonah from the belly of the whale. 

that you freed Ananiah, Azariah and Mishael from the fiery furnace. 

that you saved Daniel from the lions’ den. 

that when Anna begged you from the depths of her heart, 

you gave her a child. 

I have heard, Lord, from the books of my ancestors 

that you rescue all who are pleasing in your sight, forever. 
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  Notice her posture. Notice how our posture changes when we ask, seek and knock. From head 

down and arms crossed, defiant in the face of our struggles, “I’m going to tough this one out. I don’t 

need anybody, I can get through this all by myself.” … to prostrate on the ground in a gesture of 

surrender, or hands extended to receive the body of Christ, to receive the graces and gifts God wishes to 

give us, if we just ask. This is a vulnerable position that leaves our internal organs exposed. It reminds 

us to trust and to have faith that even now God walks with us. It’s the gesture of the mother hen who 

spreads her wings to gather all her brood to herself. Jesus knows that the asking, seeking and knocking, 

naturally transforms us from being closed in on ourselves back into relationship. Back into the mystery 

and possibility of God. 

… 

One of the most difficult times in my life so far was the first year I spent studying theology in 

Bogotá, Colombia. I lived in a community with about thirty other scholastics from all over the 

Americas. One main difference between them and me is they were all native Spanish speakers. Even 

though I could understand much of what was going on, I couldn’t express myself. I didn’t have the 

vocabulary yet. I couldn’t ask for what I needed and I definitely wasn’t someone other people in the 

community came to when they needed something. It got to the point where I was so lonely and 

discouraged I started to wonder if I could ask to move back to the U.S. Sometimes I wondered if I even 

wanted to be a Jesuit anymore. In the meantime I kept trying to fake like everything was alright. I 

dragged myself to prayer, to Mass and to social gatherings day after day. And then something happened. 

One night the power went out as it often did. And the Jesuits crept out from behind their books and 

computers. We lit candles in the dining room and they started telling jokes. And it was like the veil lifted 

- I could understand them and I found my voice and shared some of my own jokes. It didn’t happen on 

my terms or in my timing, but being able to communicate - to ask for what I needed - it made all the 

difference. I wouldn’t trade my last two years in Colombia for anything. I’m forever thankful for the 

friendships I made there, the beautiful countryside, the food, the music and the dancing.  

 

It might be helpful to ask yourself: What am I doing today that 10 or 15 years ago I couldn’t ask 

for, or even imagine? 

 

God has walked with us when we needed help in the past. And God gives even greater gifts than 

we could have imagined at the time.  

 

I think this is why St. Ignatius is so insistent in the Spiritual Exercises: Before every prayer 

period, “Demandar lo que quiero” - I ask for what I want, I demand what I want, I sue for what I want 

before God … because the very action of asking, seeking and knocking transforms us and frees us to 

encounter the word of God that desires to fill in dry and parched places of our hearts. 

  

O Lord, turn our mourning into gladness and our sorrows into wholeness. 

 

Fr. Matt Holland, S.J. 
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