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This academic school year just ending, Waynflete High School in Portland suffered the 

terrible loss of two students through suicide. As you might expect, the entire school community of 

students, teachers, administrators and staff were all devastated by the horrible shock waves that 

followed. 

 Some of the graduating seniors decided that a creative response was necessary. Having a 

memorial service would not begin to address the deep sadness they were all experiencing. They 

needed an activity to make a fundamental difference to this hidden crisis. So they decided on a day 

of play, a day of lacrosse games and other activities that would raise money for better awareness of 

mental health issues among teens and adolescents. In fact, the day of play itself would provide 

opportunities for all gathered to learn more of pressures students faced, and the inner mental and 

emotional illnesses that often go unacknowledged and therefore unaddressed. 

 In a recent Press Herald column written by Bill Nemitz, one of the organizing Waynflete 

seniors explained, “We’re going to remember this for the rest of our lives,” said senior Willy Burdick 

of Scarborough. “And we should end the year not being the senior class with two suicides that 

happened in the year, but the senior class that did something about it.”  

 Probably too many in high school feel too much pressure to succeed, excel, and strive for 

perfection. Probably many teenagers today and perhaps so many of us decades beyond adolescence 

considered the possibility of suicide in our teen years. The issue may have been academic 

pressures, relationship break-up, family struggles, or simply adolescent angst that life simply 

doesn’t make sense. Most are able to dismiss the thought of taking one’s own life. But for a few 

carrying additional inner struggles and unrecognized mental illness, thoughts of suicide become 

more difficult to dismiss.  

 These Waynflete students decided to identify the common ground they could all relate to: 

dealing with their own common grief, providing assisting to other students experiencing suicidal 

thoughts, and assisting families to better understand these difficult mental health issues.  

Again from the Nemitz column, Waynflete senior Nina Moore states, “For me, a lot of it is 

about bringing mental health out into the light from wherever it is right now. It’s really important to 

make it OK to talk about mental illness – just as it is OK to talk about your broken leg or cancer or 

something like that. It’s an illness and people can’t help that about themselves.” (Ibid) 

 In the gospel, Jesus and his disciples are entering the village of Nain and encounter a funeral 

procession of a young man, the only son of a widowed mother. More than likely, Jesus had 

encountered many a funeral procession in his days of journey to Jerusalem proclaiming The 

Kingdom of God. Death was a constant reality in regions of poverty, disease, malnutrition and 

bodies broken with no health care to heal. 

 But for Jesus, this one stood apart from the others. The sight of the widowed mother losing 

her only son moved his heart in powerful ways. He was moved to respond to the widowed mother’s 

great loss. Could it be that Jesus saw in this widowed mother in Nain an image of his own mother 

in Nazareth? Jesus also was the only son of a mother, now more than likely also widowed. Women 

in patriarchal cultures had no rights and were often considered invisible without a husband or a 

son, and this woman had lost both. Now that Jesus also is away on his public ministry, he sees his 

own mother struggling to work things out alone.  

 Like the Waynflete students sharing a common ground of high expectations, deep pressures 

and terrible sadness, Jesus recognizes common ground with this woman he has never met. 



Recognizing what they share in common allowed Jesus and the students to move in creative ways 

fostering healing, wholeness, and mutual care. 

 What we encounter in the gospel and what the Waynflete students chose was a response of 

“mercy” In this Jubilee Year of Mercy, we need to see this clearly in both this gospel passage and 

the Waynflete students. First of all, the word “mercy” come from the two Latin words for “misery” 

and “heart.” They are combined to indicate how God responds to human suffering, the brokenness 

of human nature, and the effects of human sins. God’s heart is moved by our suffering, tragedy, 

pain, and broken hearts. God is moved to respond to us with love, healing, and forgiveness, 

God responds with a divine heart that loves us continually and perhaps even stronger to 

relieve our suffering or misery. God’s love for us becomes a light shining on our hearts bidding us to 

open the doors of our heart to God’s power to forgive, heal, restore and make whole again. More 

often than not, we know this merciful God through the kindness of many around us. Often the 

simplest gestures of care become the light shattering the loneliness of our heart, letting us know we 

are not alone. 

Then we are called to be that source of divine light for others. The healing from our wounds 

become sources of healing for others. Thus this year emphasizing the works of mercy, we have the 

merciful work of consoling the grieving.  

Our Cluster Pastoral Council has responded to this Jubilee Year by establishing the 

Consoling Hearts Ministry. Now lay people assist the cluster priests with prayers at funeral homes 

and cemeteries and reach out to grieving families. In a very brief period of time, this ministry has 

already established itself as a wonderful path of evangelization and their future possibilities are 

endless.  

Their work help us to see that this Jubilee Year is not meant to end in November and we all 

go back to the way it was. Rather, this extraordinary focus on mercy must transform the church 

from the inside out and become a more transforming force in our society and wider communities. 

Over thirty years as priest, I have been called numerous times to minister to families experiencing 

suicide, tragic accidents, accidental shootings, deliberate shootings, drownings and other 

heartbreaking situations. 

 People always have the deepest questions at the most tragic of funerals, “Why?”, “Could this 

have been avoided?” “Could I have done more?” “Why didn’t I see this coming?” “Where is God in all 

this?” “Why did God let this happen?” I had to learn quickly that often, people aren’t necessarily 

looking for an answer and even if they are, answers are rare and so I should not try to suggest there 

is an answer this side of the Kingdom of God. Rather, a compassionate presence accompanied by as 

few words as possible (and most of them in prayer) is often the best that can be offered. 

One of the most important truths is there are no satisfactory answers to any of these 

questions. The Church does not offer answers. Rather, the Church offers a response and the 

response is the cross and Resurrection of Our Lord Jesus Christ. The common ground Jesus 

discovered with the widowed mother in Nain becomes common ground with all humanity at 

Calvary.  

The Lord’s choice to resuscitate the young man back to life becomes infinitely magnified in 

the Lord’s choice to raise us up in Resurrection. The Lord shares the common ground of our 

humanity, with all our suffering and death so he can welcome us to the common ground of divinity 

and eternal life in glory.  

Human suffering needs to open our eyes to the common ground that we all share one 

humanity, the only humanity there is. A response of compassionate mercy then creates more 

common ground where wounds can be healed and community can grow strong. 


