
5th Sunday in Ordinary Time 

Gospel of St. Mark 1:29-39 

 In 1730, after eight years of an unhappy marriage, Marguerite D’Youville was widowed and now the 

single mother of two sons. Her deceased husband’s illegal activities devoured what was left of any inheritance 

and she was now penniless. She operated a small retail business to put food on the table.  

Some years later, she and three other women took vows before the Bishop of Quebec to form a 

religious community dedicated to providing the needs of the poorest of Quebec, particularly health care. 

Because of her education and business smarts, she and her sisters were asked to take responsibility for a 

hospital in Montreal known for its miserable conditions and poor care of patients. She and her companions 

renovated the building, improved care and welcomed the poor and elderly to be cared for with competence 

and compassion. 

During the war with England, she tended to both French and English soldiers wounded from battles in 

Quebec, and also tended to orphaned children, prostitutes, and all so needing care. Pope St. John XXIII said of 

her at her beatification in 1959, “Her house was open to all those afflicted by poverty, illness, and other needs 

without respect to age, nationality, sex, or religion; for Marguerite set no limits to her charity. Pouring out on 

all the wealth of supernatural love, she merited the title Mother of Universal Charity.” Or as the people of 

Quebec learned to say, “Go to the Grey Nuns, they never refuse anyone.” 

Her story is important for the Catholic people of Maine. In the 19th Century when thousands of French 

Canadian workers and families came to Lewiston to work in the textile mills, the Grey Nuns soon followed 

providing needed health care and finally a hospital, today known as St. Mary’s Regional Medical Center and St. 

Mary’s Health System.  

St. Marguerite D’Youville’s story is part of a two plus millennia unbroken tradition of Roman Catholic 

care for the sick, injured and dying, particularly poor sick, injured and dying. Nurtured by gospel passages such 

as this weekend’s, the Church continues the great ministry of our Lord’s to the sick and diseased of his time. 

The Lord always draws the sick, diseased, and broken to his heart for compassionate love and merciful 

consolation. 

Because the sick are drawn closer to the Lord’s heart, they are also therefore drawn closer to the 

Lord’s Body, the Church. The sick are not a burden but at the core of the Church’s mission. This has been lived 

out in Church history since the very beginning of the Church’s life. The Acts of the Apostles tells of the sick 

being placed before St. Peter or St. Paul and being healed and cared for.  

Down through every century, one constant and uninterrupted Church action has been caring for the 

sick. This has also been a strong component of evangelization drawing many pagans and non-believers into 

the Church’s fold. The Holy Spirit has raised up religious orders of women and men time and time again strictly 

for caring for the sick, especially those who are poor and uncared for. For all the sick, but especially for those 

who are poor, the Catholic Church has stood out as a beacon of compassion and competent care.  

The Church provides a special sacrament, especially for the sick, the “Sacrament of the Sick” or the 

“Anointing of the Sick”. During the Second Vatican Council, over fifty years ago, our understanding of this 

sacrament changed dramatically. It was not a new teaching of this sacrament, but rather recovering the more 

ancient practice and understanding of this sacrament in the life of the church.  

Prior to the Second Vatican Council, this sacrament was referred to as Extreme Unction, in many ways 

“the sacrament of the dying”, reserved for the final hours of life. But the Council restored its original intent as 



the Sacrament of the Sick and not only for the dying. Those suffering from any serious illness or injury can be 

anointed and this is a repeatable sacrament that can be ministered more than once in the course of an illness 

or disability. The sick person can be anointed even if this particular disease or injury is chronic and not 

ordinarily fatal. 

For many Catholics, this has been a difficult transition of understanding. We still know of families trying 

to find a priest as a loved one slips away from this life to the next. This is true even if the loved one was 

recently anointed. Or at times, a Catholic patient in a hospital room reacts with anxiety as a priest enters the 

room with oils in hand. “Why is he here and what does he know that I don’t know?” 

The Vatican Council recognized that a narrow understanding of any sacrament yields a narrow 

understanding of God. What image of God comes from a need to anoint as close to death as possible? Does 

the Sacrament of the Sick become reduced to an insurance policy cashed in to get the through the gates of 

heaven in time? A broader understanding of this sacrament as well as the entire outreach to the sick, injured, 

and dying brings a deeper understanding of the Church’s mission and a healthier image of God. 

The Church’s mission with the sick manifests many truths of our faith. 

Jesus Saves Us Body and Soul; Our Entire Humanity 
This Sacrament attests that our entire humanity is destined for eternal life. God cares for the whole 

person, our entire humanity, and not just the soul. When we anoint the body experiencing illness or injury, we 
proclaim God’s concern for every level of suffering: physical, emotional and spiritual. The ancient church was 
more apt to use words “resurrection of the body” rather than “saving souls”. 
 We proclaim emphatically that Jesus rose body and soul from death to glory. We proclaim that our 
rising will be one with his Resurrection. Jesus’s salvation involves our entire humanity. 
  

The Challenge to Faith 
The Sacrament of the Sick confronts those times when sickness presents a great challenge to faith. 

Questions such as: “Why me?” Why him or why her?” “Is God punishing me?” “What did I do to deserve this?” 
may beg for answers, but no answer is sufficient or appropriate. But like all sacraments, the Sacrament of the 
Sick manifests an encounter with the Risen Christ who faced his own darkness of undeserved suffering and 
questioned from the cross his seeming abandonment by his Father in heaven.  

Drawn closer to the Lord’s triumph over suffering strengthens us to face our illnesses and injuries even 
if our questions yield no answers this side of The Kingdom of God. The Lord who faced the darkness of death 
and the abyss of emptiness brings a communion of hearts to our loneliness and temptation to despair.  

 
Human Dignity Not Diminished by Suffering 
Our society holds one’s physical strength, visible beauty and youthfulness as indications of human 

perfection. Aging, sickness, and disabilities can be imaged as burdens on society. The Sacrament of the Sick 
recognizes the undiminished dignity of every person, especially those sick, injured or suffering in any way. 
Lavishing God’s Spirit on the infirm becomes a call for everyone to recognize the inner sanctity and dignity that 
is never diminished by disease, suffering, or disability. 

The Sacrament of the Sick like all sacraments constantly teach us that human perfection is found in 
love and in love alone. In the gospels Jesus approached the sick and the sick approached him. Their encounter 
with Jesus revealed first and foremost God’s passionate love for them and divine care for them in their 
suffering. 

 
 
 



The Consolation and Forgiveness of God 
All sacraments bring us to a personal and intimate encounter with the crucified and Risen Christ. In 

that encounter we appreciate our designation as “Beloved” before The Living God. The more we respond to 
God’s invitation to be loved and to love in return, the more we experience divine consolation and divine 
forgiveness in our hearts and souls. 

 
Lex Orandi Lex Credendi: The Law of Praying is the Law of Believing. “How we pray should lead us to a 

proper theology of what we believe.” If our understanding of the Sacrament of the Sick is far too narrow, it 
will not bring with it a healthy belief in God or an image of God we will want to be drawn to in love.  

But a deeper understanding of the power of this sacrament brings the Living God to life and reveals 
that divine love in the life of the Church, especially those that are sick, injured and dying and their family and 
others concerned for their well-being and care. The wider and deeper our understanding of a sacrament, the 
wider and deeper our realization of divine love. 
 

 


