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National Public Radio once broadcast a series of personal stories entitled “What I Believe”. This series 

welcomed people to submit their stories of faith or other religious experiences. Around Christmas time many 

years ago, NPR broadcast a particularly moving story that helps unfold the great mystery of the holy season. I 

have often used this story in Christmas homilies.  

A Vietnam veteran recalled Christmas Eve Day 1968. (That was fifty years ago this night.) He woke up, having 

been transported to a military hospital in Japan. The day before, he had been engaged in a five-hour battle in a 

Vietnam jungle that left his right leg shattered, his hands badly burned, and shrapnel embedded in his body. 

He was transported to this hospital in hopes that doctors there could save his leg from amputation. Although 

Catholic, when informed that it was Christmas Eve Day, he acknowledged feeling no strong passion to enter 

into the season’s spirit. In fact, he felt no passion at all. 

In the evening, Christmas carols were piped through the loud speaker system, and for a moment these familiar 

songs took him back to more pleasant times when nuns at his Catholic school gathered him and his friends for 

a boys’ choir. But soon, any good feelings from this memory evaporated, and he was back to his badly 

wounded body, his depressed emotional state, and the terrifying fear of losing his leg. 

Later that evening, another wounded comrade was placed in the bed beside him. However, this soldier was 

bandaged in a complete body cast from head to toe, with only small holes open for his eyes, his nose, and his 

mouth. He laid motionless and uttered few if any sounds. The Christmas carols continued to play. But the 

carols had no impact. 

As the nurse came dispensing medications, he asked to have his bed moved closer to the soldier beside him, 

and she complied. He stretched out one of his badly burned hands, and grasped ever so gently the bandaged 

hand of the soldier beside him. Neither said one word, and for a long period of time, the other soldier 

continued to lay motionless. Eventually, the other soldier gently squeezed back, and they both knew that 

through their silent suffering, a connection had been made. 

“At that moment”, the veteran said, “the Christmas carols hit home, and for the first time I knew that I could 

make it through this ordeal. And for the first time, I knew that I wanted to make it through this ordeal.”  

“And the Word became flesh”, St. John’s Gospel proclaims on Christmas morning, “and made his dwelling 

among us. And we saw his glory, the glory as of the Father’s only Son, full of grace and truth.” The arms of a 

newborn reaching out for his mother’s milk and nurture become the arms of a man stretched out on the cross. 

Like the soldier moving his bed closer to hold the hand of his wounded comrade, God stretches his own 

wounded hands, so as to touch the hand of every person of every time and every place. And in that touch, 

God, like the wounded warrior, initiates a connection of friendship and waits for all of us to reach back. 

Pope Francis has said he would like the church to be considered as a battlefield hospital bandaging the 

wounds of humanity. God, moving through the church, forgiving sins and treating wounds with tenderness 

and mercy. Sadly, many would not consider that image to describe the church in our current times. In many 

ways, the church’s ability of being the battlefield hospital is more difficult than ever before.  

The prophet Isaiah proclaims, “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light.” With terribly sad 

irony, instead of a light shining out from the church upon the world’s darkness; the light of public scrutiny 

continues to shine upon the church’s darkness, revealing once again the horrible wounds of child sexual abuse 

followed by denial and cover-ups from church leaders.  



This past year brought new revelations of the depth of sexual abuse incidents in the Roman Catholic Church. 

These revelations, made known in Pennsylvania and now Illinois, also came from across the globe in Chile, 

Australia, Germany, Ireland, the Netherlands and Great Britain. 

Here in the United States, we know that The Dallas Charter protocols, instituted by the American bishops in 

2002, have made significant impacts in the number of new abuse cases. The vast majority of these recent 

revelations involve cases from the 1940’s onward. There have been few new cases since the 2002 protocols.  

But the fact these state by state revelations are old cases in a great way is unimportant. Each disclosure 

reveals the depth of deceit and cover-up long considered the only official action to these horrible violations. 

Therefore, until every victim, living or deceased, has finally been acknowledged; until every living abuser faces 

justice; and until everyone involved in a cover-up is held accountable, these disclosures remain important.  

We will be living with these continual disclosures for a long time to come. We are called to endure this stream 

of disclosures until the light of scrutiny dispels every last vestige of darkness. At the same time, all ordained 

and lay church officials and ministers need to abide to the high demands of the Dallas Charter, and we need to 

be completely transparent when audited by independent experts. 

While many have solid reasons for holding a cold and dark image of church, Pope Francis’ image of a 

battlefield hospital is no less valid and no less real. This image offered by the Holy Father needs to be re-

discovered now more than ever before. 

The wounded soldier could recall warm memories from his childhood with Catholic nuns. But while isolated in 

his suffering and pain, was unable to find strength in his Catholic faith. We too will find spiritual strength 

diminish the further away we find ourselves from faith. As Pope Francis has said, “Once the flame of faith dies 

out, all other lights begin to dim.” 

Only when the wounded soldier connected to another suffering likewise, only then did the Christmas carols hit 

home and only then did he have a passionate desire “to make it through this ordeal”. This continues to be the 

mission of the church: connecting the person of the Risen Christ to the sufferings of every person of every 

continent. Only the church is uniquely created by God for this purpose. No other institution or entity has the 

call to keep the Lord’s paschal mystery alive in her heart and to proclaim and live the memory of that paschal 

mystery in daily life.  

In the heart of the Church, is still the very heart of the Savior, Our Lord Jesus Christ. Through all the 

corruption, sin, decadence, abuse and darkness, the Savior’s heart still beats a strong pulse of healing 

hospitality, merciful love and communion of heart. In sacrament, word, and bountiful works of mercy; the 

Church still continues to serve humanity as a battlefield hospital in God’s name.  

While the light of public scrutiny has exposed the dark decades of sexual abuse and betrayal, it will be the light 

of Christ, coming from the heart of the church, that will purge this evil and continually transform the whole 

church, you and me, from light to light. 

“The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light.” Such a light and heavenly drama moved 

shepherds from their flocks and Magi from their home land. Together, they gathered around the manger with 

the new born Son of God. This same light, shattering the dark recesses of our hearts, extends the divine touch 

offering mercy, friendship and love.  



This touch, extended into the depths of our heart and soul offers forgiveness of any and every sin. This touch 

offers us a meaning and purpose for living beyond any other. This touch brings an invitation to friendship with 

God and a bond of love so powerful and so passionate, it breaks out like the great light prophesied by Isaiah.  

Pope Francis, “The light of faith is unique, since it is capable of illuminating every aspect of human existence. A 

light this powerful… must come from God. Faith is born of an encounter with the living God who calls us and 

reveals his love… Transformed by this love, we gain fresh vision, new eyes to see; we realize that it contains a 

great promise of fulfilment, and that a vision of the future opens up before us.” 


