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Both Saint Paul and Jesus in the two readings we’ve just heard 
[Philippians 3:8-14; John 15:9-17], offer ample food for thought as we 
gather today to celebrate significant milestones in the lives of many of 
our brothers, not forgetting, of course, that every anniversary – whether 
Hallmark has a specially numbered card to mark it or not – is significant. 
Vocation, perseverance, fidelity, remembrance, commitment, loyalty are 
words associated with the observance of anniversaries, and conjure up 
for us memories of the past, with reflections, gratitude and some regret, 
perhaps, about our journey thus far and, certainly evoke aspirations and 
resolutions about the road still to be traveled. 
 
As with many anniversaries, those we celebrate today, are marked by 
vows and promises once made. I’d like to borrow the words - slightly 
adapted for this occasion - of a well-known convert to the faith, who 
speaks to this journey of 25 or 50, 60 or 70 years, that we are celebrating 
today. He says: 
 

“The person who makes a vow, makes an appointment with 
himself at some distant time or place. The danger is that he 
should not keep the appointment. And in modern times the 
terror of one’s self, of the weakness and changeableness of 
one’s self, has perilously increased, and is the real basis of 
the objection to vows of any kind. A modern person refrains 
from swearing to count the leaves on every third tree along 
Lancaster Pike, not because it is silly to do so, we do many 
sillier things, but because he has a profound conviction that 
before he will have gotten to the three hundred and seventy-
ninth leaf on the first tree, he would be excessively tired of 
the subject and want to go home to rest.  
 



In other words, we fear that by that time he will be, in the 
common but hideously significant phrase, another person ... 
 
... Emphatically it will not work. There are thrilling moments, 
doubtlessly, for the spectator and the amateur; but there is 
one thrill that is known only to the soldier who fights for his 
own flag, to the ascetic who starves himself for his own 
illumination, to the lover who makes finally his own choice. 
And it is this transfiguring self-discipline that makes the vow 
a truly sane thing. [G.K. Chesterton, The Defendant, 1901, 
Christian Readings, vol. II, year II, p. 127.] 
 

These are words of Gilbert Keith Chesterton, and they are, I think, more 
true for today than they were when he wrote them back in 1901. The 
difficulties involved in making a lifetime commitment - to any of a 
variety of things - are very well known to us. And the irony that there is 
a real freedom which comes only with  commitment, becomes harder 
and harder for people today to understand and appropriate, such that for 
some people commitment is time and again postponed until, 
unfortunately, it is no longer an option.  
 
Chesterton speaks of the certain “thrill” that is known only by the person 
who is willing to jump into life with both feet, yet, we know from 
experience, that there may be long stretches between one thrill and 
another even for those who do take the plunge. We may find, rather, that 
the restless searching and endless questioning of Augustine, is more of a 
constant in life! But one thing that Chesterton does not mention, in this 
little segment at least, is a fundamental ingredient that makes the taking 
of a vow possible for us, and that is vocation. The journey that any of us 
began years ago was motivated in large part because we came to the 
realization that we had been invited to this, that it was not entirely a 
personal choice – rather, that we felt called, touched, chosen to come to 
know and to follow more closely than we had up until then, the Jesus 
who had captured our attention, grasped us by the hand, and taken 
possession of our heart. 



 
And we found ourselves drawn into a relationship that is part mystery 
and part gift, enticed to proclaim with our lives a message that is clearly 
not our own, because sometimes we ourselves rebel against it; engaged 
in a mission that is far greater than ourselves. And it all started when we 
became convinced of the need to give ourselves to it without reservation, 
without compromise, going so far as to hate father and mother, wife and 
children, brothers and sisters in order to follow (Lk 14:26); taking up the 
cross that is the banner of discipleship (Lk 9:23); putting hand to the 
plow without looking back (Lk 9:62). 
 
Many times along the journey we came to realize, as St. Paul notes, that 
we were insufficient to the task. Over and over again we experience the 
weakness of our human nature, the inconsistency of our efforts, the 
waning of our resolve and, at the same time, the superabundant grace of 
God that somehow draws us along. The reminder that comes to us in the 
words of Jesus today urges us, not as a threat, but as encouragement and 
consolation: “It was not you who chose me, but I who chose you and 
appointed you to go and bear fruit …” “you will be my disciples … and 
I will be with you until the end of time.” Every once in a while, though, 
there was the thrill of it, and it was that which kept us moving along, 
recommitting ourselves, and before we knew it, the years passed, and 
then the decades, and here we are. 
 
We celebrate today both the anniversary of religious profession and that 
of ordained ministry. For most of us the two are intertwined, and have 
been in our own discernment process, and throughout the course of our 
religious lives. The balancing of the two has not always been easy, and 
the great inclination is to favor one and, then, to find, probably without 
our willing it, that the other has been shortchanged or neglected. Over 
and over again we find ourselves struggling to keep a balance between 
these two important goods that we have embraced: Augustinian 
consecrated life on the one hand, with its call to interiority, fraternity, 
ongoing conversion, spiritual ripening – and, to the service of the 
Church and her people, indeed to all humankind, on the other. 



We know we have no perfect formula to arrive at a happy equilibrium 
between the two. But if, in the very tension we experience between 
them, we find the impetus that drives us forward, always in search of a 
solution, then we will have achieved already a very great deal.  
 
Retreat is an important and propitious time for us to hear again the 
words spoken in the Gospel today and which were spoken to us on 
Monday as well: “I chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit …”  
 
We thank God for having chosen you, our brothers, and for the abundant 
good fruit he has brought forth through you. We thank you for your 
generosity, for your example, for your constancy. And because we share 
these two goods of consecrated life and ministry with you, we know as 
you know, that it is only by the grace of God that you and we are who 
we are, and have been able to walk this far by faith.  
 
God bless you and may he increase his good work in you and bring it to 
the fulfilment that he desires for you. 
 
 
Michael Di Gregorio, O.S.A. 


