
 
Novena of Grace 2019 

 

 Readings: Deuteronomy 26: 16-19 | Psalm 119 | Matthew 5: 43-48 

Grace: To see how God walks with people we find challenging.  

 
 

Yesterday JoAnn invited us to say yes to unexpected invitations, that if we’re open to it, the 

people we meet can change our life … and the world. This was true for Francis Xavier, Peter Favre and 

Ignatius. Their openness to each other from their time at the University of Paris on made all the 

difference. They, with six others, became the first companions in the Society of Jesus, an apostolic body 

of men from all over Europe. They spoke Basque, French, Spanish, Portuguese, Latin … Of course they 

didn’t agree on everything all the time, but I imagine that their efforts to understand one another 

softened their hearts and made them a bit more patient and tolerant as they began their mission. They set 

out to preach and to serve in world engulfed in war and conflict, divided by the Reformation. And for 

the most part, the circle of concern would grow bigger and bigger, this family of people peculiarly 

God’s own larger and larger. 

 

 Some Jesuits resisted the strong tide of malice directed toward Lutherans, choosing to enter into 

relationship and seeking first to understand the other. In a letter to Diego Laínez in 1546, Peter Favre 

wrote about “Our Separated Brethren,” “We should first of all love them, then fight against any negative 

thoughts or feelings about them, bring them to love us, speak about our agreements rather than our 

disagreements, urge them to grow in prayer and virtue, in morality and the love of God.”  

 

 Our world is still profoundly broken by division and violence. And even now God invites us to 

widen the circle of our concern. Jesus’s command that we love our enemies and pray for those who 

persecute us is difficult, but it’s the only way out of a cycle of rivalry and vengeance.  

 

 Astronauts who orbit our planet for the first time talk about the “overview effect.” They look out 

the space shuttle window and see the pale blue dot, our planet earth, our common home. There are no 

political boundaries, no lines in the sand, just a fragile planet where life is possible in the midst of the 

cosmos. It’s an experience that transforms them forever. They come away seeing that we’re all in the 

same boat, our lives are intertwined, that together we make up an integral part of creation. 

 

 What if we imagine a God’s eye view of our world and of those whom we find most challenging 

and difficult to get along with? What would happen to us if we prayed for the grace to see these people 

as God sees them, God who makes the sun to shine on the bad and the good, God who is rich in mercy 

and kindness? 

 

 During my theology studies in Colombia, President Juan Manuel Santos and his government 

began holding peace talks with the largest guerrilla group in the country, the Fuerzas Armadas 

Revolucionarias de Colombia, or the FARC. The two sides had been enmeshed in a bloody war for over 

fifty years. It’s the paradox of Colombia, a “Catholic” country, that in this bountiful land there is such 

marked poverty, inequality and violence. As always happens in war, the most poor and vulnerable were 

caught in the middle.  
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 The provincial of the Colombia Jesuit Province at the time, Pacho De Roux, is now the President 

of Colombia’s truth commission. His work is similar to the work of Archbishop Desmond Tutu and the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission after the overthrow of apartheid in South Africa. Pacho attended 

the peace talks between the FARC and the government in Havana, Cuba, a place the FARC felt safe to 

meet. Pacho said that the talks would happen in the morning and then the two sides would break for 

lunch. They shared a cafeteria but all the Santos people sat at one table at one end of the room and all 

the FARC guerrillas sat at a different table at the complete opposite end of the room. Then, after lunch, 

they’d go back to the peace talks. One day a group of survivors came to testify, to have their story heard. 

These were people who had lost loved ones in massacres committed by both sides in the conflict. The 

morning session was emotional to say the least. When lunchtime came, Pacho felt that the survivors had 

just courageously poured themselves out and that they shouldn’t have to sit and eat alone. And 

amazingly, both sides agreed to push the tables together. It was the first time the FARC and the 

government sat down and shared a meal together. Pacho is convinced it was a turning point in the peace 

talks. There is something about breaking bread that reminds us of our shared humanity. The two sides 

reached an agreement and signed a peace accord in 2016. Of course, much work remains toward truth 

and reconciliation in Colombia.  

 

 So much threatens to divide us right now in our church, in our country in our families. It is easy 

to be tempted to demonize those whom we find challenging or those with whom we disagree. To do so 

only perpetuates the discord.  

 

 May we have faith that God loves this world and desires that suffering and division be met by 

words of hope, of love and of grace. May we labor with God for reconciliation with one another and 

with all creation, Dorothy Day sums it up well in Love is the Measure: 

 

“…what we would like to do is change the world - to make it a little simpler for people to feed, clothe, 

and shelter themselves as God intended them to do. And to a certain extent, by fighting for better 

conditions, by crying out unceasingly for the rights of workers, of the poor, of the destitute - we can to a 

certain extent change the world; we can work for the oasis, the little cell of joy and peace in a harried 

world. We can throw our pebble in the pond and be confident that its ever widening circle will reach 

around the world. We repeat, there is nothing we can do but love, and dear God, please enlarge our 

hearts to love each other, to love our neighbor, to love our enemy as well as our friend.”  

 

 And as the pastor and poet Steven Garnaas-Holmes prays, “God of love, may we approach one 

another with the intent to love, first and last, and submit all our intentions to love. May our intent be to 

heal, not to win, to bless, not to curse, to join, not to divide. Help us do your will, not ours. May we be 

mindful of every person’s wounded need to be loved, to be included, to be honored, every person’s 

desperation to be good enough.” May we see the person before us the way You see them.  
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