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Mount Calvary Cemetery was rather sunny and bright that March day in 2001. Hundreds of us 

had gathered to conclude the funeral for Msgr. Charles Kelly. 

 

Charlie was one of those priests who inspired me from the day I met him. He was one of those 

people in life – you meet them and say to yourself, “I want to be like him.” A great preacher. An 

outstanding teacher. A talented eater of pasta. And now he was gone, due to cancer. 

 

I had not let myself cry. I was too busy staying busy… 

 

Until… until we reached the end of the prayers at the cemetery.  

 

Then, it was over. And for the first time, I gave myself permission to feel the overwhelming 

sense of loss, of anger, of heartbreak,  of pain… that was inside of me.  

 

For the first time since Charlie died, I started to cry. Actually, I started to weep. I could not catch 

my breath.  

 

And then, someone embraced me. I knew it was a man because my nose was dripping onto his 

tie. But I did not know who it was… my eyes were closed, and if I did open my eyes I couldn’t 

see anything… my vision was blurry, because my eyes were full of tears. 

 

Whoever was holding on to me did not say a word… but I felt safe enough to keep crying. When 

we lose a loved one, our healing can only truly begin when we experience the profound sense of 

loss and sadness and heart beak that is within us. We hinder the healing process if we keep 

pretending that all is calm, all is bright. 

At some point, the fellow who was holding onto me said one word: “Michael.” As soon as I 

heard the way he said my name, I knew who it was.  

 

It turned out to be a dear friend, a retired gentleman who was a lector at the Cathedral.  When I 

heard his voice, I knew who it was. I could breathe again, and the tears subsided enough so that I 

could see him, and I could say “thank you.” 

 

When I first studied this section of John’s Gospel, I wondered – how was it possible that Mary of 

Magdala could not recognize the risen Jesus as he stood right in front of her? After all, if one of 

your loved ones came back from the dead and stood in front of you, don’t you think you’d 

recognize them? 



 

Jesus loved Mary of Magdala. And she loved him. Jesus had helped Mary to experience healing 

and freedom. She had dedicated herself to following him, and learning from him. She was 

dedicated to his message about the Reign of God. 

 

She was so dedicated that, early on that first day of the week, Mary went to the tomb… maybe to 

anoint his body. Maybe just to be near the last spot where she had seen him alive.  

 

What she found was confusing. The large stone was rolled away from the entrance of the tomb. 

 

Peter and the others came to investigate, while Mary sat a few feet from the entrance of the 

tomb… weeping. In fact, John tells us FOUR TIMES that Mary was weeping. If the Gospel 

mentions her weeping four times in just a few verses, John is trying to tell us something. 

 

The Risen Lord stands before Mary… and she thinks he’s the gardener. Again, if Mary loved 

Jesus so much, how could she not recognize him?  

 

Well, maybe she could not see him clearly because her eyes were full of tears. Maybe that 

weeping – which was mentioned four times – filled her eyes with so many tears that she could 

not see him clearly, even though he was right in front of her. 

 

And notice… as soon as Jesus says her name, as soon as she hears his voice say her name, she 

understands. She understands who it is, she understands he is there, he is risen. 

 

Her tears are wiped away. The healing begins, and she understands that she has a mission, to go 

forth and announce the good news of resurrection. 

 

When I was standing at Mount Calvary Cemetery, I knew that someone had embraced me. But I 

could not see him, because my eyes were full of tears. 

 

Whenever a family member or friend dies, we need to grieve, we need to give ourselves 

permission to experience that confusing mix of emotions which swirls within us. We need to 

mourn. We may need to cry. 

 

And as our eyes fill with tears, there is, in fact, Someone who embraces us without saying a 

word. He is there –maybe not wearing a tie. He is wearing the scars which show us where the 

nails went into his hands, and the lance went into his side. 

 

When we confront death, the one who embraces us is Jesus… even if we cannot see him… even 

if we don’t recognize him… even if we are not sure who is giving us the strength to get through 



the moment… we may not see him clearly, because our eyes are filled with tears. 

 

But he is there… he is here… and when the time is right, he will say the one thing we need to 

here. He will say our name. As only he can say it. And deep within, we know that we are loved, 

and we know that life and love never end. 

 

As we look at the faces of the people in these pictures in front of the altar, and as we recall in our 

minds the faces of those whom we have loved and lost, we may find that there are tears that need 

to be shed. That’s ok. That’s one of the reasons we are here. 

 

Another reason we are here is to proclaim the good news of Christ’s resurrection. 

 

Monsignor Kelly’s picture is there, amidst the faces. And I believe that on the day that Charlie 

died; as he let go of this life, with all of its blessings and its opportunities and challenges – at that 

moment when Charlie breathed his last, I believe that Someone was there to embrace him, and 

keep him safe, and be his strength.  

 

I believe that, in that final moment, when none of us could do anything else to help him or heal 

him, Charlie was embrace by The Someone who will never let him go. 

 

And I believe that, in that moment, the Risen Christ spoke, and said, “Charlie.” And upon 

hearing that name, Charlie knew with absolute certainty that he was loved, and he was forgiven, 

and he was home, forever.  

 

What was true for him, is true for every person pictured here, and every person whose memory 

wells up in our hearts tonight.  

 

And it will be true for us, when we walk through the doorway of death. I cling to the promise 

that, as I let go of this wonderful, grace-filled world and hand myself over to the mystery of 

death, there will be Someone there to embrace me with the strength I need, and speak my name. 

 

When that moment comes, I pray that I will have lived my life in such a way that my weeping 

will give way to trust, and my eyes will be clear enough to see the Lord face to face.  I hope to 

live in such a way so that, when I look at the Risen One, my first words to him will not have to 

be, “I’m sorry.” Rather, I hope that my first words to him will be, “thank you.”  
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