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The man who came up with the idea was from Pennsylvania – so, naturally, it was a brilliant 
idea. 
 
It was the last week of July, 1864 – 150 years ago this week. Just south of Richmond, the two 
great armies of the Civil War were facing each other at Petersburg. General Grant tried, but 
failed, to capture the city. General Lee needed to save the city – if Petersburg fell, Richmond 
would fall, and the war would be over. 
 
The Siege of Petersburg had begun, and no one was sure what to do next. 

 
Until, an officer from Pennsylvania came up with an idea. He was a coal mine engineer back 
home, and he suggested an underground tunnel from the Union side, to right under the 
Confederate guns. They would dig the tunnel, blow a hole in the confederate lines, then rush 
through and break the siege. 
 
By the last week of July, 1864, the Pennsylvania coal miners had completed a 500 foot tunnel. 
Just beneath the Confederate lines, they filled the tunnel with 8000 pounds of gunpowder. 
 
Meanwhile, infantry troops had been trained. As soon as the explosion went off, these Union 
troops were supposed to run around the outside of the crater, rush through the Confederates, and 
capture a road and a church just beyond the lines. That’s where they were supposed to go – 
around the crater, to the road and the church. 
 
It was a great plan – but, just hours before the attack, the troops who had been trained were 
pulled off the front lines! Other, untrained troops replaced them. They did not know where to go. 
 
Just after 4:00 AM, the explosion went off. It blew a large crater in the ground (which you can 
still see today), and scattered Confederate soldiers. 
 
But – as the untrained Union troops got to the large hole in the ground, they did not know where 
they were supposed to go. So they went down INTO the crater! The only problem was, they 
could not get up the other side! They were supposed to go around the crater, to the road and the 
church. But they ended up down there, where they should not be. 
 



Eventually, the Confederates stood on the lip of the Crater, and started shooting. They kept 
shooting. The Union sent more and more troops toward the crater, but their officers didn’t tell 
them where to go. So they kept going down, where they should not be. 
 
By the end of the debacle, 3800 Union troops were killed and wounded. So much senseless 
suffering and loss. All because people did not know where to go. 
 
But isn’t that how it works throughout our lives? How much senseless suffering, how much 
useless loss, takes place because you and I don’t know where to go for our direction, for our 
meaning, for wisdom, for strength, for true and lasting nurture. 
 
When we have those needs, and don’t go to the right place, we end up where we shouldn’t be – 
and the suffering begins. 
 
But our loving God tells us where we should go. Speaking through the prophet Isaiah, God says, 
“Come to me.” If you’re thirsty, come to me  - I’ll be your water. If you’re hungry, come to me, 
and I’ll fill you for free! If you’re looking for real satisfaction in life, come to me. If you’re not 
sure which direction to take, what decision to make, come to me.  
 
Saint Paul says – if you’re looking for a love that lasts, a love that will not let you down, a love 
that is stronger than any senseless sadness in life - come to God, who will love you forever 
through Christ Jesus. 
 
Jesus demonstrates this overflowing love of God in the Gospel. Jesus’ disciples want to send the 
hungry crowd in the wrong direction. They say to Jesus, “Send them away, send them to Wawa 
where they can buy a hoagie!”  
 
But that’s the wrong direction. Jesus says, “No, bring them closer. You give them something to 
eat, and I’ll make sure it is enough.” The hungry people come to Jesus and his disciples, and 
THERE, they find what they need. 
 
We all have appetites, we all have needs, we all have questions about what to do or where to go. 
 
And, if we don’t go toward God and the Gospel, we usually end up in the wrong place, 
senselessly making mistakes.  
 
I have hungers in my heart – if I don’t take them to Jesus, I try to fill them up some other way… 
and I end up in the wrong place. 
 
My soul thirsts for peace, satisfaction, joy – If I don’t take those thirsts to Jesus, I try to address 



them some other way… and I end up in the wrong place. 
 
I need wisdom, guidance, help with decisions in my life. If I don’t head toward Christ, I end up 
in the wrong place. 
 
I have fears. I have fears about children being abandoned at our border. Some say, let them all in 
– which doesn’t make sense. Other say – send them all back. And Jesus says in today’s Gospel, 
“Give them something to eat.” Hmm.  
 
I have fears about Putin, and Gaza, and Ebola, and Islamic extremists, and politicians, and health 
scares, and a dozen other things. Cable TV won’t calm my fears. Political rhetoric won’t answer 
my questions. 
 
Then I remember what the hungry, tired crowd did in today’s Gospel – they went toward Jesus. 
They knew where to go.  
 
Pope Francis keeps calling each of us to renew our focus on Jesus, our prayer to Jesus. Pope 
Francis invites us to experience, in new ways, the powerful love that Jesus has for each of us. 
 
And, Pope Francis calls us to be the kind of church where the poor, the hungry, the lonely, the 
sad can come to us, knowing that they will not be turned away. In fact, the Pope keeps quoting 
Jesus in today’s Gospel… the Jesus who said to his disciples – you, you give them something to 
eat! 
 
If we know where to go… we will know how to lead others there, and how to love each other 
along the way. 
 
I’d like to introduce you to someone who has been asking Jesus, “What direction do you want 
me to go?” 
 
In 2011, Anthony Ferguson joined Saint Mary’s. Like most good people, Anthony is from 
Pennsylvania. He attended the University of Richmond, and started working in web and graphic 
design. 
 
He became more involved here at Saint Mary’s. His family started to attend, and his father 
became a Catholic here through the RCIA process. 
 
Anthony has asked, “what direction does Jesus want for my life?” And the more he asked, the 
more the Lord answered. 
 



A few weeks ago, Anthony was accepted into the seminary program for the Diocese of 
Richmond. He will depart for Washington DC later this month. At the seminary, he will keep 
listening to the Lord, to see if the Lord is, indeed, calling him to serve God’s people as a priest. 
Anthony and the Church are convinced that going to the seminary will help him discern God’s 
direction for his life. 
 
So I’ve asked Anthony to say a few words today: words from a young man who is getting greater 
clarity about which direction to go: 
 
(the following comments were offered by Mr. Anthony Ferguson): 
 

One of my favorite moments while working at St Mary’s this summer had to 

be when the First Graders took a tour of the main offices downstairs. I was 

sitting there, minding my own business when suddenly my office door was 

filled with curious little boys and girls like I was some kind of zoo exhibit. 

Then their teacher introduced me: “This is Mr. Anthony. He’s going to 

seminary this fall! Does anyone know what seminary is?” An adorable little 

girl raised her hand: “Yes I know!” she said “Isn’t that where they put people 

in their graves!” 

 

Seminary… cemetery. They’re actually pretty similar if you think about it. In 

any vocation ‐‐ Whether in marriage, the priesthood, or the religious life, 

we’re each called to die to ourselves, aren’t we? To lay down our lives for 

others and to love as Christ loved us on the Cross – that’s our core mission. 

Time and time again, in life’s hardest and happiest moments, the Lord has 

gently reminded me: Everything is grace. Everything is a pure gift. How can 

we hold anything back from Him who has given us so much? 

 

A turning point in my discernment came during Holy Week of 2012, when Fr 

Mike asked me to carry in the cross during Good Friday mass. As part of the 

liturgy, parishioners, including many of you gathered here today, were 

invited to come forward and venerate the cross. I’ve got to tell you: standing 

right here in the middle of St Mary’s was transformational. People of all 



ages, men and women, familiar and unfamiliar faces alike approached the 

cross ─ kneeling down to it, kissing it, leaning heavily on it. Their display of 

faith was so sincere, so raw. I couldn’t help but feel a tremendous surge of 

grace thinking, “Who am I to witness their love for God like this? How can I 

give myself totally to these people?” In that moment, the Lord nudged me 

toward priesthood, and I haven’t been able to ignore it since. 

 

 

It’s hasn’t always been a consistent “feeling” of course! My emotions and 

feelings during prayer vary. Some days, I am willing, able, and eager to run 

off to seminary. Other days I honestly feel afraid, reluctant, and distracted… 

mostly by what I fear I’ll be missing out on. But then I realize that I’m 

selfishly refusing to trust God’s promise ─ And that promise… that reality is 

this: that God alone satisfies. Christ alone is “enough.” And when we know 

Him and are known by Him, we can’t possibly miss out on anything! His love 

is unconditional. At the end of the day, that’s the love we’re all starving for! 

That’s the hunger that leads us here to this altar to be fed by our Lord’s 

Body and Blood. 

 

So please pray for me as I head up to Catholic University later this month. 

Pray that I will sincerely listen and respond to whatever the Lord is calling 

me to do. I will be sure to keep you, my St Mary’s family, in my prayers as 

well. You’ve all played such an enormous role in my faith journey. Thank 

you, and God bless. 
 


