
 

 

August 25, 2019: Twenty-First Sunday in Ordinary Time 
 

“This is the forest primeval. The murmuring pines and the hemlocks, 
Bearded with moss, and in garments green, indistinct in the twilight, 

Stand like Druids of old, with voices sad and prophetic, 
Stand like harpers hoar, with beards that rest on their bosoms. 

Loud from its rocky caverns, the deep-voiced neighboring ocean 
Speaks, and in accents disconsolate answers the wail of the forest.” 

 

I have no idea why, but the other day I started thinking about these lines. They are the beginning of an epic poem 
written by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, called Evangeline, a tale of Acadia. In the eighth grade my class had to 
memorize the prologue of the poem for our English teacher, Mrs. Sabourin. When we believed we were ready, 
we had to recite about fourteen lines to the class from memory. At the time, it was not something I considered to 
be fun. I honestly thought that Mrs. Sabourin was just being a bit mean to expect us to do this. In retrospect, I can 
say that the purposes of the project make more sense to me now. It was a good teaching tool and helped me not 
only to appreciate the poem more, but also to be more comfortable in speaking before others (obviously a good 
skill to have in my present position). It did force us out of our comfort zone, particularly with having to speak in 
front of peers—also a good lesson. The only way we can truly find out what we are capable of doing is by our 
willingness to be pushed in directions we might not like. And to think that, after more than forty years, this lesson 
is one that has stuck with me! 
 

Many times, our most important lessons are those we don’t realize we are learning in the moment, and how often 
this has happened to me. Another one of these learning moments occurred during my time in the seminary. Our 
Old Testament professor was Fr. Jack Sullivan, and let’s just say that his teaching style was not always to my liking. 
It seemed to me that, after some time in his class, we were not really learning a lot. Then one summer, as one of 
my seminary assignments I had to teach a Bible Study class. As I prepared and presented the material, suddenly it 
struck me how much I knew about the Old Testament. And at the same time, it was clear to me that all the words 
that were coming out of my mouth had come from Fr. Jack’s class.  
 

What is generally true in our lives is often true in our relationship with God. It is very often that only in hindsight 
do we recognize what God was trying to tell us or teach us. All we have to do is look to the Bible, both Old and 
New Testaments, to see this truth. The people of Israel had a tendency of straying from the Lord, and so He would 
send prophet after prophet to try and get them to wake up and recognize the disastrous decisions they were 
making, and where it was leading them. Over time God would simply allow them to have their way and see the 
fruits of their choices. The consequences generally were devastating. Then, and only then, would they look back 
to see what it was God had tried to show them, and the lesson—for a time—would be learned. And think about 
the disciples of Jesus: He told them quite clearly what was going to happen to Him. In fact, Jesus mentioned many 
times that He would suffer terribly, be put to death, and then rise from the dead. But, after the resurrection 
Thomas would not believe until he personally experienced Christ. The lesson was taught, but clearly not under-
stood or internalized. It took another event for the people to recognize and understand what God was trying to 
tell them. 
 

How often people will say to me, “God never answers my prayers.” What they are really saying is that God is not 
doing what they have told Him to do. The reality is that God always answers our prayers. ALWAYS! The problem 
is that we are not always happy with the answer and so we do not hear Him. God is patient and will take the time 
to show us in multiple ways what He is trying to do for us. We simply need to be open to hear what He needs to 
tell us, and not what we want Him to tell us.  
 

Unfortunately, God’s lessons for us, much of the time, are only recognized in hindsight. But even then, we can still 
learn a lot from what He was trying to teach us, to help us be more open to hearing Him in the future. God’s 
lessons are, of course, directed to the only thing that matters to Him—our salvation. The world wants us to focus 
on the ‘here and now’, and though it is very important spiritually to live in the present moment, our lives need 
ultimately to be directed toward attaining heaven. God’s lessons will always be about how He is trying to get us 



 

 

to heaven. We get there by how we choose to live our present life, and by learning the real lessons of life that God 
is trying to teach us. We simply need to be attentive to the lesson. 
 

If you have any questions about anything, please do not hesitate to ask me directly, or send your questions to me 
at fr.brian@chelmsfordcatholic.org.  
 
Please keep me in your prayers. 
 
In Christ, 

 
Fr. Brian 

 


