Tonight’s Holy Mass is a special celebration for a couple of reasons.  The first is that, because we are using the extraordinary form of the Mass, the Tridentine Mass, we can celebrate the feast of St. Monica on May 4th, her traditional feast day before the Liturgical calendar was revised by Pope Paul VI.  And the other reason for the special significance of this Mass is that this is the first Mass in the so-called Tridentine form for the Saint Monica Sodality, at least for the Michigan chapter, a manner of saying Mass that would surely have been more familiar to Saint Monica and Saint Augustine than what we know of as the new rite of Mass. That the prayers of the old Mass are richer in content that the new is a theme that would itself require more than one entire homily; but that subject would then divert our purpose, which is to speak about what is dear to all of you who have been praying for the return of so many to the practice of the Catholic faith.
First, we should have a word about Saint Monica herself.
It is fair to say that were it not for her illustrious son, St. Augustine, St. Monica would be among the vast numbers of unknown holy women of the Church’s long history.  But, according to Divine Providence, her life’s work has been made known through Augustine’s retelling of it in his autobiographical masterpiece, The Confessions.
We are indebted to St. Monica not only for giving birth to her son, the great doctor of the Church, but even more for his spiritual birth.  Monica was born in 332 into a devout family.  At the appropriate time, she married a certain Patricius, a pagan man from Tagaste, Algeria, in northern Africa.  Monica’s first success in conversion was her husband.  He, true to the wayward impulses of fallen nature unbridled in paganism, was not given to fidelity to his wife and had an aggressive temper as well.  The long-suffering and forbearing Monica won him over in time by her silence, patience, and her modesty, rather than by the often-tried but typically unsuccessful means of rebukes and argument.  Her exceptional virtue was the convincing thing of the truth of her Catholic faith for him and it would be correct to surmise that she is a model of the Christian wife as well as the model of the Christian mother.  After his conversion, her husband remained chaste and faithful.  He died the year after his baptism.
Augustine (or ‘Austin’) as he is sometimes called) was born to the couple in November of 354.  His mother tried to instill into him sentiments of Christian piety from his earliest days, but he soon became much more attracted to secular and worldly learning, and interest that would, in the end, serve the Church very well.  Augustine was enrolled as a catechumen, but due to an illness, was not baptized.  His great misfortune was to encounter a heretical sect known as the Manichees and to become one of them.  It would be beyond the scope of this talk to explain what this heresy was, except to say briefly that it was a kind of forerunner of what we would today call New Age doctrine: pagan ideas such as reincarnation and a seductively attractive kind of mysticism combined with Christian faith: a strange blend that held great appeal to those who wanted a religion that allowed sensuality, a vain and destructive desire still with us in our time.  The Pauline teaching that one cannot be holy and impure at the same time, in sin and in grace simultaneously, has learned of her son’s involvement with the Manichees.  To her it seemed as if her son were dead.  Later on, Augustine was to comment on the great woe she endured on his account when he realized that God did not despise the torrent of tears she shed wherever she offered her prayers for his conversion.
Monica once had a dream in which a young man in a shining light appeared to her when she was sorrowing over her son.  When he learned the cause of her grief, he told her to dry her tears, saying, “You son is with you.”  When she related the dream to St. Augustine, he gave it his own skewed interpretation by telling her that it meant that she would be joining him in his quasi-pagan Manichee religion. She understood better and corrected him: No, it was not told that I would be with you, but you with me.”  Even so, there were nine years more before his conversion, all while she continued her prayers, her sighs and her copious tears.  Monica tried other means at her disposal to win over her son.  She arranged to have influential and learned churchmen speak to him; yet he was still not convinced.
Augustine then left for Tome to become for a time a teacher of rhetoric, a subject in which he was well qualified.  Then moving on to Milan, he had the good  fortune to hear St. Ambrose, then the bishop of Milan, convince him of the errors of the Manichean heresy to which Augustine had attached himself.  But this was only an initial, if indispensable step: renouncing errors does not necessarily also mean embracing the truth.  He was still searching for the truth, even though his sensual nature kept him from wholehearted submission to truth.  He has for some time been in an unlawful union with a woman who bore him a son.  His ties to sin still held him bound.
In August 386, Augustine finally came to acknowledge the truth of the Christian faith.  His mother, overjoyed at this accomplishment, sought to find him a suitable match in marriage.  She was therefore all the more surprised when he announced to her his intention to remain in celibacy instead of marriage.  The long awaited day came on Easter 387 when Augustine was baptized.  Following this, he, with Monica, made the trip to return to Africa.  On the way, Monica became seriously ill at Ostia, Italy.  It was there that she spoke some memorable words that proved her nobility and her courage:  “Son, there is nothing now in this life that affords me any delight.  The only thing for which I desired to live was that I might see you a Catholic and a child of Heaven.  God has done much more, in that I see you now despising all earthly happiness and entirely devoted to His service.  What further business have I here?”  As she continued to weaken, she told her two sons, “Here (meaning in Ostia, away from home) you shall bury your mother.”  “Lay this body anywhere; be not concerned about that.  The only thing I ask of you is that you make remembrance of me at the altar of the Lord wherever you are.”  That wish has come to be fulfilled but in a way much from different from her intention since the Church no longer prays for her soul at the altar, but rather now prays to her.  Monica died at age 56 in the year 387.  Augustine was then 33.  Later, her body was transferred to the Church of St. Augustine in the city of Rome.
St. Monica held to the conviction that her son was in an infinitely more miserable in being unconverted than if he had never lived.  As long as he was not with the God who made him and who was his only true happiness and final end, he was a failure.  Her perseverance in tears and in the prayers for his conversion brought success because of their fervor, the purity of her intention and her own personal holiness.  She was also a very prudent mother, in giving him good catechetical instruction, showing good example, and not fearing to correct him with firmness when necessary, though with all mildness and affection.  These qualities are those of a woman who had a great self-mastery.  One learns from her that impatience is due to pride and self-love; these never succeed in convincing anybody to convert.  St. Monica’s exemplary dealings first with her husband and then with her son were the cause of her sainthood, not her mere maternity to a great theologian.  The fact that this thoroughly good and pious woman could not, for all her efforts, keep her son from falling into bad company and then into sin, should be a consolation to parents who despite their diligent efforts and example, find their children going astray from the faith and good morals.  Such parents should not blame themselves, unless they have been negligent.  Self-pity is a waste of time.  Monica is the Saint who gives hope for Christian families by showing the way to change misfortune into happiness.
We need also to consider the work of the St. Monica Sodality, our particular reason for being here tonight.  In tonight’s Gospel, you perhaps recognized the reason for the Church’s choice in selecting this passage for St. Monica’s feast day.  Our Lord had compassion for the mother of a dead son and gave him back to her alive.  Monica’s son was worse than dead in the body; he was dead in sin and unbelief in the terrible blindness of false religion.  In our own poor comprehension of spiritual things, we think of physical death or sickness as the greatest evils.  St. Monica’s tears and intercession correct this faulty judgment.  If you children, relatives, acquaintances do not profess the fullness of Catholic truth, they are in the state worse than any physical debility, including death itself.
There is a twofold problem facing us today.  The first is the general weakening of the Catholic faith among our people such that the loss of a Catholic to some other Christian sect is not regarded as such a ‘big deal.’ This is a form of religious indifferentism, to hold that any religion is good as long as one has some religion, or that the Catholic Church, although the best, is not the only true Church.  This is a widely held heresy of our day, and in our ecumenical sensitivities we have been slow to correct it.  If Christ is the only Way and the Truth, He certainly is not indifferent about what we believe: He who died so that men might have truth.  Moreover, He Himself founded what He referred to as ‘His Church’ that is, a singular reality.  It is only the Catholic Church, in fact, which makes the claim that it is the one and only Church founded by Christ.  Anyone who has the wrong idea about the unique Church, will not be much concerned should someone leave the Catholic Church for some other religion, or for none at all.  The other concern is what to do about the problem of the non-practicing Catholics.
The St. Monica Sodality was founded as a concrete means of bringing back the wayward by praying for their re-conversion and the conversion of those who may never have had the fortune of knowing the Catholic faith.  The method proposed by the Sodality (and with some impressive results) has been to enroll the names of such persons in the Sodality so that they can become beneficiaries of the prayers of Sodality members.  This solidarity in prayer is a strength that can’t be equaled to the more feeble intercessory powers of solitary petitioners.  Beyond the enrollment of names is the practice of saying a daily prayer for the return to the faith of these souls, the offering of Mass for this intention, public prayers said for those in need with the assumption of voluntary penances; finally, there is the transport of the book of the enrolled names to the tomb of St. Monica in Rome.
The work of the Sodality is not meant for wide publication or loud acclamation.  Its results will be evident only in the next life where we hope to be together in the company of our Lady, Saints Augustine and Monica and all those who may now seem so far from the Church.
St. Monica, pray for us; pray for them!
