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It was called, “My Brothers House.” It was a shelter for homeless men in Philadelphia. It had 
been started by Fr. Domenic, of priest of the monastery to which I belonged back in the 1980’s. 
 
And every Tuesday night, a van full of monks would go to “My Brother’s House” shelter to 
volunteer. 
 
One Tuesday, as I was volunteering, I heard someone in the dining room singing a song – in 
Latin! I looked around, and saw a man hunched in his chair at the table. His eyes were bloodshot, 
his breath smelled like inexpensive alcohol. And he was singing, “Salve Regina mater 
misericordiae…”  
 
I offered to help him, and then asked, “where did you learn that Latin song?” 
 
And he said, “At the seminary.” 
 
“The seminary?” I asked. He said, “Yes. I was a priest. I have a Ph.D. in Latin and taught at a 
seminary.” 
 
“Then,” he said, “I discovered alcohol. And I drank.  Friends tried to help me. My bishop wanted 
to send me to rehab. But I told him that I did not have a problem.” 
 
Waving his hands, the man said, “And now, I live on the streets of Philadelphia. Because, no 
matter what I have lost in life, I love drinking more. I love alcohol more than anything, so I am 
willing to pay any price to keep drinking.” 
 
I was taken aback by his honesty, and by the tragedy of what he was describing. He looked at me 
and said, “I guess you could say that I have found my ‘pearl of great price,’ because I am willing 
to pay any price to keep drinking.”  
 
Then he asked, “so, monk, what is your pearl?” 
 
25 years later I am still haunted by that conversation, and by that question. 
 
There he was – a priest with a Ph.D, who could say with absolute honesty: “I have found my 
pearl of great price. I am willing to give away my entire life because I love what is in that 



bottle.” 
 
There he was – a man whose tragic honesty was almost brutal, asking a question that takes me to 
the heart of today’s Gospel: “So, monk, what is your pearl?”  
 
In other words, “so, monk, what do you love so much that you will give away absolutely 
everything to have it?” 
 
Jesus does not leave much wiggle room in these short Gospel parables today. He says that the 
kingdom of heaven is like a treasure, buried in a field. A person finds the treasure, then sells all 
that they have in order to buy that field. 
 
But don’t miss three important words – the person sells everything “out of joy.” 
 
This person joyfully pays any price, gives up everything else, because they know that they must 
have the treasure in the field. They do it “out of joy.” 
 
In my experience, only love creates the kind of joy which empowers us to let go of everything 
else because we know we must have this one treasure. Love enables the person to let go of what 
they used to think was so valuable, because they have found what really matters. 
 
Jesus then says, “the kingdom of heaven is like the merchant who finds a pearl of great price.” 
He, too, goes and sells everything that he has because he knows that he must have it. 
 
Now, obviously, Jesus is not talking about any material object in this parable. Jesus is not giving 
us shopping instructions. Jesus is using these images to focus our heart’s desire. He says that the 
KINGDOM OF HEAVEN is the treasure. The KINGDOM OF HEAVEN is the pearl of great 
price.  
 
What is the ‘kingdom of heaven?’ It is a living relationship with the God who loves you, with the 
Christ who saves you, with the Spirit who guides you. The kingdom of heaven in not a place or a 
thing – it is a reality which becomes evident wherever people listen to God, focus on God, and 
act as God asks. The Kingdom happens when we put Jesus first in our lives, and see the face of 
Jesus in others. 
 
 Now, if I had asked the priest in that homeless shelter, “What is the kingdom of heaven,” I am 
sure that he could have given you the same explanation. He could have told you that we should 
focus on the Lord, and serve the living God. He could have told you that. 
 
And then, I suspect that he would immediately have said, “but… sometimes, we choose to find 



our joy somewhere else. We choose to fall in love with something else. We decide to give our 
entire life away… for something other than God. Like the alcohol in a bottle, or the pill, or the 
purchase, or the affair, or our stuff, or our security, or our selfishness, or our laziness. We are 
willing to pay such a heavy price in order to possess things that do not last. 
 
Nothing I own will last forever. But I will last forever. And you will last forever. And the 
question is – why would we spend our time, our effort, our worry, our work, trying to collect 
stuff which we will have to leave on the table at Bliley’s, when we are on the table at Bliley’s? I 
can take nothing with me, except my heart, except my soul.  
 
The pearl of great price is the Kingdom of Heaven. My relationship with the Lord is the greatest 
treasure. Listening to the Lord is the source of my strength and my joy. 
 
And I need strength and joy. I am stunned by the world’s complexity: 
 
+ the mess at our border 
+ airliners in the Ukraine 
+ Christians in Nigeria targeted by Islamic terrorists 
+ tornadoes right here in Virginia 
+ Christians in Iraq being violently driven from their homes  
+ rockets and tunnels threatening Israel, Israeli troops bringing suffering in Gaza  
+ and right here, parishioners are suffering due to illness, or the death of a loved one, or a 
financial mess that they’ve gotten into, or a family problem which is overwhelming 
 
Where do we find the  strength, joy, wisdom to deal with such struggles. Clearly, we won’t find 
wisdom in Washington, or on cable TV. We won’t find satisfaction in anger, or despair. 
 
King Solomon knew where to turn. He turned to the living God. And this king, who lived in 
troubled and troubling times, did not ask for military might, or wealth, or political success, or the 
defeat of his enemies. He said to God, “Give me an understanding heart. Give me wisdom.” 
Literally, the Hebrew means, “Give me a heart that listens.” 
 
Solomon could have focused on strength, or riches, or his own interests. Instead, he knew where 
his treasure could be found.  He knew what would last. 
 
“Lord, help me to listen to you. Help me to learn from you. Give me a  listening heart, so that I 
can learn how to live and you want me to live, to serve as you want me to serve, to act justly as 
you want me to act. Help me, Lord, to listen, so that my life will start and end with you. Help me 
to be so committed to your ways, O Lord, that I will know what to hold on to, and how to let go. 
And Lord, whenever I start to love something else more than you, whenever I start to give my 



life and love away for things that won’t last, help me hear your voice.”  
 
I don’t want the sadness of realizing that I’ve paid the highest price for a pearl that isn’t worth it. 
 
Help me to listen, Lord, so that I’ll know the right answer the next time someone asks me, “So, 
monk, what’s your pearl?” 
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