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He tapped me on the shoulder at the dinner table and said, “After dessert, let’s take a walk.” 
 
This was years ago while I was living at the monastery in Pennsylvania. One of my brother 
monks, a friend of mine, tapped me on the shoulder at the table and said, “let’s take a walk.” 
 
So we finished our cannoli. Not far into our walk, my friend stopped abruptly  and said: 
 
“Michael, you’re not going to like what I have to say. But, Michael, your recent behavior has 
been unacceptable. You are short tempered and impatient. You have been inattentive to the 
feelings of others. Above all, Michael, you seem angry all the time.” 
 
I was stunned. Where was this coming from? He kept giving examples of my bad behavior. As I 
listened, every word burned inside of me.  I did not want to hear any more of his hurtful words. 
 
The next day, his words STILL burned inside me.  I prayed about what he had said. Well, 
actually, I prayed: “Dear Lord, please help my brother monk to see what an idiot he is… through 
Christ our Lord. Amen.” 

Later, I went to confession. I told the priest that I couldn’t just forgive and forget these hurtful 
words. 
 
The priest said, “Michael, is it possible that these words burned you so much because they are 
actually the words God wants you to hear? It’s not always easy when we hear the truth we need 
to hear. Maybe God wanted you to hear this, so he allowed your brother to speak with a tongue 
of fire…. That’s why you feel burned.” 
 
The priest and I kept talking. And, over time, we were able to figure out what God was trying to 
tell me through those words that had burned so much. In fact, I was angry. I was upset. I was 
impatient. Because I had been trying to ignore something that God had been trying to tell me for 
a year.  
 
For the previous 12 months, I had felt that Christ was telling me to leave the monastery … that I 
could best serve the church as a parish priest. But I did not want to hear that, because I loved 
being at the monastery! I don’t like change! 
 
And because I had spent a year ignoring God,  I had grown angry, upset and impatient with the 



people around me.  
 
Until…. someone spoke the burning words of truth that ultimately led me here, to you, as a 
parish priest. I did not want to hear those painful words in 1989 – but I thank God for the tongue 
that spoke the truth. 
 
Every year, on this feast of Pentecost, we hear the wonderful account of the birth of the early 
church, when Peter and the other apostles preach the power of Christ crucified and risen.  
 
According to the Acts of the Apostles, as the Holy Spirit descends and floods the lives of the 
early Christians, the Bible says that “tongues as of fire” rested upon each of the apostles. 
 
Tongues as of fire. 
 
Last year, a young member of the parish stopped me in the Commons after Mass on Pentecost 
Sunday, and he asked, “If tongues of fire landed on their heads, wouldn’t that burn their hair?”  
 
I was not sure what to say! The tongues of fire are a symbol of the action of the Holy Spirit. And 
in today’s Gospel reading,  Jesus tells us that the Holy Spirit is The Spirit of TRUTH! Jesus also 
says that when the Spirit of truth comes to us, the Spirit will ‘guide us to all truth.’ 
 
And then I remembered the burning, truthful words from the walk after dinner. There are many 
times in life when, in fact, the LAST THING we want to hear is the truth! But when God finds a 
way to speak that saving truth to us, it can feel like it is burning us. We are experiencing a tongue 
of fire… the truth that saves us… the Spirit who changes us. 
 
The painful, truthful words that monk spoke to me hurt like heck when I heard them. But 
because of them, I finally understood what God wanted, And embraced the vocation which 
would bring me joy in life! 
 
On this Pentecost Day, we celebrate the fact that God sent the Holy Spirit into the lives of the 
earliest Christians. That Spirit strengthened them, and filled them with faith. 
 
Today, we pray that this same Spirit will be unleashed in us. But before we pray for that, I just 
want to ask you: are you ready, will you be open, if God’s Spirit of Truth wants to tell you 
something that you don’t want to hear? Are you ready, will you be open, if God wants to shake 
you up before he comforts you,  if God wants to show you your sins before he leads you by the 
waters of peace? 
 
We love it when God speaks loving words in a comforting tone. 



 
Are we ready for God to speak the truth to us with a tongue of fire? 
 
This weekend, the universal church is recognizing the holiness of Archbishop Oscar Romero. 35 
years ago today, the archbishop was assassinated while celebrating Mass. Why? Because he 
dared to speak words that burned. He did not speak those burning words in order to HURT 
people – he spoke the Gospel truth in a political and economic circumstance filled with 
repression, violence, and injustice.  He spoke the truth of Jesus which some people did not want 
to hear, because the Gospel demands real change. 35 years later, Romero is being beatified, and 
his words still challenge those who grow too comfortable while others are suffering. Will we let 
those words burn in us? 
 
Sometimes, people challenge us simply by the example of their lives. This weekend, our nation 
prayerfully recalls the men and women who have died defending freedom and standing for 
justice. On this Memorial Day, we ponder what a great price has been paid so that freedom and 
justice can be defended. Pray for those who have died in military service. And pray for a just and 
lasting peace in our world. 
 
Pray, too, that when God sends the Spirit of truth to you, you will listen – listen, even if the 
words burn. Listen when God says: 
 
+ We need to talk. You need to pray. 
+ Why are you so angry? Why are you impatient? 
+ what are you going to do about injustice, and poverty, and human suffering? 
+ why are you cheating on your spouse, being dishonest, living without integrity? 
+ why are you drinking too much, buying too much, doing too much? 
+ why aren’t you spending more time with your family and loved ones? 
+ why aren’t you sharing and giving? 
+ why aren’t you serious about your faith, or serious about making a difference? 
 
Tongues of fire come in many different forms. But they help us to hear the truth that heals us. 
Sometimes they come from heaven. Sometimes, they tap you on the shoulder at dinner, and they 
say “Let’s take a walk….” 
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