
 
Novena of Grace 2019 

 
Readings: Genesis 15: 5-12, 17-18 | Psalm 27 | Philippians 3: 17—4:1 | Luke 9: 28B-36 

Grace: To love our earthly bodies as we walk with Jesus.  

 

The readings for this second Sunday of Lent awaken a sense of wonder, of a world beyond ours, 

a mystical consciousness. We find Abraham counting stars and dreaming of children in his old age. And 

in the Gospel account of the Transfiguration, we encounter mountains, darkness, voices, and dazzling 

light, all of which signal the breakthrough of a higher world. In that mystical moment the radiant Jesus 

enters into a conversation with Moses and Elijah that looks ahead to Jerusalem and another great 

mystery, the transformation of the history of the universe, the hour of his death.  

 

Each one of us will enter into that great mystery ourselves one day. It is not a popular topic in 

our death denying culture. But by denying our death we also deny ourselves an eternal perspective and 

the opportunity to appreciate the miracle that is each moment of our lives. I suspect that’s why St. 

Benedict suggested that we set aside a little time every day to contemplate our own mortality. As a 

hospice physician I find myself, perhaps a bit more often than others, in the company of people at that 

hour, observing that great mystery.  

 

But the mystery begins long before that.  

We are physical entities governed by the first law of thermodynamics. Matter is neither created 

nor destroyed; or, all matter was created, but only once; or the whole universe is just one gigantic 

recycling project. We are all made of protons neutrons and electrons, quarks, Higgs Boson particles and 

dark matter held together by electromagnetic forces. Our oxygen and hydrogen came from our sun, the 

carbon is a mystery and the nitrogen is stardust; but all are held together and vibrating with the rhythm 

of the universe.  The atoms that we are made of have been here for a long, long time and will be here 

long after we are gone.  

One second ago I exhaled an oxygen atom in the form of carbon dioxide. In a few days that 

carbon dioxide molecule will be absorbed by a leaf on an evergreen magnolia tree in Tukwila. That  tree 

will hold onto it for awhile and expire it back into the air as oxygen. Later it will become part of the 

pacific ocean,  exchanged among kelp and plankton and eventually reappear in the atmosphere again 

where it will be absorbed  into a grain of rice in Bangladesh. Later, that same oxygen molecule will 

become fuel for an ethanol powered car in Colombia and after it is exhausted back into the air it will be 

inhaled as part of the first breath of a newborn baby at St. Joseph’s Hospital in Tacoma. 

Every breath we take contains 3 X 10 to the 23
rd

 molecules. That’s a three with 24 zeroes 

attached to it. And all of those molecules have been on earth recirculating over and over again since the 

moment of creation. In fact, every breath we take contains a few atoms that were once in the body of 

Leonardo Da Vinci, Catherine of Aragon, St Theresa of Lisieux, Aretha Franklin and Jesus.  

Jesus inhaled oxygen and it bound to his hemoglobin, made his blood red, flowed through his 

sacred heart, became carbon dioxide in his lungs and was then exhaled into the atmosphere. At this very 
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moment, some of those same oxygen molecules are present in our bodies. With every breath we take, we 

are absorbing oxygen that was once in the body and blood of our incarnate, loving God, Jesus.  

Three weeks after conception, often before a mother knows she is pregnant, a group of cells 

cluster together and begin to pulsate. Nobody knows how or why. But the cells pulse with a cadence that 

is specific to that particular person, a music and a rhythm that will last a lifetime. And it never stops. The 

heart eventually grows to become the size of a fist, it weighs eleven ounces and feeds a vascular system 

that comprises sixty thousand miles of arteries, veins and capillaries. It shoves two thousand gallons of 

blood around the body every day. And it never stops. The human heart beats an average of 3 billion, 363 

million, 840 thousand times in a lifetime and never stops….until it does. And then that heartbeat is 

absorbed  into the much larger rhythm of Abraham’s stars, of the blinding astonishment of Peter, James 

and John at the transfiguration, and carried in the heart of god. 

Each one of us sitting here today is a community of 7 billion, billion, billion molecules all of 

whom are working together in cooperation with each other to keep us alive. Some are misbehaving, but 

the majority are engaged in a cooperative effort that sustains us minute by minute, hour by hour, every 

second of our lives, until, at the moment of our death, all the members of that spectacular molecular 

community, shake hands, congratulate each other on a job well done, and then, gently part ways and 

move on to the next thing.  

Fr. Ronald Rolheiser suggests that that force, that love, that ineffable energy that holds our 

billions and billions of molecules together from conception to death and inspires all the connection, 

coherence, agency, blessing and hope that defines who we are,is the soul,and that moment of molecular 

disengagement that occurs at our death, is physical evidence of the soul leaving the body.  

It is unlikely that e.e. cummings understood that God was speaking His message of eternal 

reassurance through him in 1952 when he wrote his most cherished verse 

But of course he was. 

“here is the deepest secret nobody knows 

(here is the root of the root and the bud of the bud 

and the sky of the sky of a tree called life; which grows 

higher than soul can hope or mind can hide) 

and this is the wonder that's keeping the stars apart 

i carry your heart (i carry it in my heart)” 

 

Ross Hays 
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