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 Confusion.  Despair.  Depression.  There is no one word I could 

use to describe my state of mind then.  I hated being a slave.  I 

hated knowing Philemon had the right of life and death over me.  I 

hated it when I went to sleep hungry and notice I said "I went to 

sleep" and not to bed.  I had no bed.  I had nothing.  No self esteem. 

 No self respect.  Nothing. 

 To make a long story short, I ran away from my master and I 

was guilty of theft in the process.  I ran away to Rome, the hub of 

fugitives and the lawless.  But the law caught up with me and I was 

forgotten in prison.  Chained to a damp wall in a filthy cell, it was so 

dark I could not see the hand in front of my face.  I would have killed 

myself, life was so unbearable if it weren't for the men who were 

imprisoned with me:  Paul, Timothy, Mark, Luke and a few others.  I 

could not see them, but I could hear them: 

 Come to me, all you who labor and find life burdensome, and I 
will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon your shoulders and learn 
from me, for I am meek and humble of heart; and you will find 
rest for yourselves.  For my yoke is easy, and my burden light. 
(MT 11:28-29) 

 

 The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me 
to bring glad tidings to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim 
liberty to captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the 
oppressed go free, and to proclaim a year a favor to the Lord. 
(LK 4:18-19) 
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 Do not worry about your life, about what you will eat or drink, or 
about your body, what you will wear.  If God so clothes the grass 
of the field, will he not much more provide for you?  Your 
heavenly Father knows what you need.  Seek first the kingdom 
of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given 
you besides. (MT 6:25,30,33) 

 

 "Who's there?" I asked.  "Help me. My life is burdened.  I am 

captive.  I worry about everything.  Help me.  Please help me." 

 It took some time, but time was one thing I had plenty of.  And 

Paul talked to me at length about Jesus.  Paul taught me how to 

pray.  He taught me how to cope.  He gave me a bent on life I never 

knew existed.  He gave me faith in Jesus Christ. 

 We swapped life stories, and I thought I was bad.  He told me 

that he converted my master Philemon.  When I was released from 

that hole, Paul wrote a letter to Philemon asking him to treat me like 

a Christian and not like a slave.  But you know something, even if he 

doesn't, even if he treats me the same, even if he flogs me for 

stealing from him, even if he hangs me from a rope, I don't care.  

Because now, for me, there's a knot at the end of my rope because I 

have faith in Jesus Christ.  To quote Paul himself: 

 What will separate us from the love of Christ?  Anguish, 
distress, persecution, famine, nakedness, peril or the sword?  
No, in all these things we conquer overwhelmingly through him 
who loved us.  I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor 
angels, nor principalities, nor present things, nor future things, 
nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature will be 
able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our 
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Lord. 
 

 This was the true story of today's letter of Paul to Philemon:  the 

story of a slave named Onesimus, one of many whose lives were on 

the brink of disaster and who was christianized by Paul in a prison in 

Rome.  And Paul wrote a letter to the master of Onesimus, 

Philemon, who was also touched and converted by Paul.  Paul 

asked Philemon to treat Onesimus as a fellow Christian and not as a 

slave.  Better yet, Paul gave Onesimus a new lease on life. 

 On the day of his conversion, Paul was knocked to the ground 

and blinded by a great light.  He was led to the city of Damascus and 

for three days he was left blind and he neither ate nor drank.  I am 

quite certain Paul: 

thought long and hard about his life and the risks he was to take to 

convert to Christianity.   

 He thought long and hard about losing his status as a 
Benjaminite.   
 

 He thought long and hard about the position he held over his 
fellow Pharisees.   
 

 He thought long and hard about his past and his reputation.  
"How effective could I be, considering how I have persecuted 
anyone I could find who even breathed the name Jesus?"   

 

 I am sure Paul did his cost/benefit analysis and made his 

calculations, as the man who built a tower or the king who was about 

to do battle.  No matter how the scales tipped, Paul knew he was 
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called by God to christianize the Gentiles.  Never in his wildest 

dreams did he ever think he would christianize the horizons of Asia 

Minor and all that was within them.  Little did he think he would touch 

the life of a slave the way he touched Onesimus. 

 When God calls a man to priesthood or a woman to religious 

life, the one called would be an absolute fool if he or she did not do a 

cost/benefit analysis, if he or she did not make their calculations, 

whether he be a young man from Marlton, or a young woman from 

Macedonia who today will be/was canonized a saint.  I am sure I 

speak for just about every ordained priest as sure as I speak for 

myself that we considered the costs of accepting a calling to 

priesthood.  Father Lacordie words it best: 

 Thou Art a Priest Forever 

 To live in the midst of the world without wishing its pleasures; to 
be a member of each family, yet belonging to none.  To share 
all sufferings; to penetrate all secrets; to heal all wounds; to go 
from men to God and offer him their prayers; to return from God 
to men to bring pardon and hope; to have a heart of fire for 
charity and a heart of bronze for chastity; to teach and to 
pardon, to console and to bless always.  My God, what a life!  
And it is yours, O priest of Jesus Christ! 

 

 As I look back over twenty-seven years of priesthood and 

recount those I have:  

 touched,  

 cried with,  

 absolved,  
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 anointed,  

 prayed with,  

 prayed for,  

 taught,  

 counseled  

 and blessed,  

my calculation would be a far cry from what I calculated before I 

entered the seminary. 

 Never in a million years did I ever think I would be in Denver one 
sunny morning, in a stadium of 80,000 youth waiting to meet the 
Holy Father, who is now, also, a canonized saint, St. John Paul 
II, and absolve a woman who held the heavy guilt of abortion for 
sixteen years – I’ll call her Onesimus. 
   

 Never in a million years did I ever think I would come face to 
face with a young man who felt he was possessed by the devil 
and get him the help he needed – I’ll call him Onesimus. 
 

 Never in a million years did I ever think I would meet a 26 year 
old man in Newark Airport, and hear him say as we parted, 
"Father, I can't say I'm leaving you a Christian, but you have 
certainly given me a lot to think about." – I’ll call him Onesimus. 
 

 Never in a million years did I ever think a 16 year old boy would 
confide not in his mother, not in his teachers, or in his guidance 
counselor, but in me why he couldn't handle his father's death, 
and he had very good reason. I’ll call him Onesimus. 
 

The list could go on.  The scales tipped in my priesthood a long, long 

time ago. 

 The benefits of priesthood far outweigh the costs. 


