
 Sir Ernest Shackleton was a famous British explorer of the 

Antarctic before World War I.  There is a story of a (possibly 

apocryphal) newspaper ad he ran to enlist members for a polar 

expedition.  The advertisement read, “Men wanted for hazardous 

journey, small wages, bitter cold, long months of complete darkness, 

constant danger, safe return doubtful, honour and recognition in case 

of success.” On one level it doesn’t sound very attractive, but it 

supposedly attracted hundreds of applicants.  

I think of that ad in relation to today’s gospel of Jesus’ calling of the 

Apostles. Could Peter, Andrew, James or John have known what was in 

store for them? Could they have even dreamed that they would be 

going to their deaths – AND have honor and recognition beyond their 

wildest dreams, that they would have beautiful cities and cathedrals 

named after them, that many millions of people would give their names 

to their sons? Surely not, and yet they left everything and followed 

Jesus into the unknown. It all points to the basic quality of adventure 

that is in Christianity. 

 The adventurous quality is potentially part of every Christian’s life.  

But I personally see that experience of those first Apostles, and even Sir 

Ernest’s advertisement, in my own life following Christ in the 

priesthood. Even on a worldly plane I’m surprised by what being a 

priest has entailed.  I’ve lived in, and become familiar with, Tacoma and 

the Olympic Peninsula even though I had no intention of ever living in 

Tacoma and hadn’t been on the Peninsula until I was named pastor of 

Port Angeles – and I grew to love both places.  Neither is as exotic as 

Antarctica, I realize, but I’m just pointing out that I could be sent 

anywhere, and not having control over where I live has been a 

surprising blessing and adventure.  



I’ve heard confessions and offered mass for murderers and rapists 

sentenced to life without parole at the high security prison in Clallum 

Bay.  I’ve been to the site of a police shooting where the body is still on 

the grass. I’ve been at bedsides when people die.  I’ve been with 

parents awaiting the delivery of their handicapped child knowing the 

child will die within minutes or hours – just so I could baptize and 

confirm him or her. I’ve been in situations filled with tears, laughter, 

then back to tears – all in the same day too many times to count. 

I could go on, and perhaps some of that doesn’t sound very attractive in 

one sense. But it does seem to me to resemble just a bit what Sir Ernest 

was offering the young men of Edwardian Britain in his advertisement – 

a real challenge and a life worth living and giving away. That is what 

Jesus always offers to His Disciples. 

I sometimes imagine what this life of mine as a Catholic priest looks like 

from God’s perspective. Every person’s life is a story, an adventure with 

a central, supernatural plot. How will they each end – with God or all 

alone? I think of all the eternal stories of individuals’ lives I have been 

part of as a confessor, minister of the Eucharist, preacher, as a priest.  

For those of you who love Downton Abbey you might like to read 

Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited. It’s also a story of an English 

aristocratic family – Catholic this time.  In it the patriarch, Lord 

Marchmain comes home to die at his estate, Brideshead, after having 

spent the last half of his life living with his mistress in Italy.  He is a 

fallen away Catholic, angry at the Church and God.  As he is dying his 

children decide to send for a priest.  Maybe he will accept the faith, the 

sacraments, God again at the last moment. So in comes Fr. MacKay.  

He’s seen it all before.  He’s not dramatic, just ready if wanted.  And yet 



he plays a crucial role in the ending of Lord Marchmain’s long story, not 

in his own person, but as a priest and what a priest brings. 

I sometimes feel like Fr. MacKay.  I come in at the beginning, middle, 

and especially end, of lives, the rest of whose stories I will know 

nothing about until heaven. For instance, I sometimes get calls in the 

night.  A Philippina nurse at an adult care home knows an elderly 

woman there won’t last out the night.  She has had Alzheimers for 

years. Nobody visits her, but the nurse noticed from the records that 

the woman is a Catholic. She should have a priest!  So I come to this 

quiet house and room. It’s just me and the dying woman, but she’s not 

dying alone after all. Jesus is there, the saints and angels, and I’m there 

representing the whole Church. I can give her the last sacraments.  

Maybe she has been away from them as long as Lord Marchmain.  

Maybe she was always a devout Catholic, but with no family left.  I 

don’t know her story yet.  But maybe I played a small, but eternally 

crucial, part in that story, like Fr. MacKay.  We’ll see someday. 

I say all of this today because I want to invite young men to join me in 

this life and vocation as a Catholic priest: to do things more important 

than exploring the South Pole, although, as with polar exploration, 

there are dark days, small wages, and it can be spiritual hazardous. 

Seen with the eyes of faith, the priesthood is a true adventure.   

And just a word to parents and grandparents. I think of Zebedee in the 

Gospel today.  How must he have felt when Jesus comes by and calls 

both of his sons to go off and follow Him? And they go! How difficult 

that must have been for Zebedee. But that is what Jesus sometimes 

asks. One reason for the shortage of priests is that parents play tug of 

war with God over their children. Don’t stand in the way of a future St. 



James or St. John.  If Jesus calls let them follow Him. You will both be 

happier in the long run when we all get to see the whole story of our 

lives. 

There is a mass and dinner with Archbishop Sartain up at St. Mary 

Magdalen in Everett on Monday, February 3 for Pastors and any young 

men from high school age to young adulthood.  The Archbishop wants 

to talk to us about the priesthood.  But time is a little short, so if you 

are interested in going contact me at the parish as soon as possible and 

I will go with you to the event. Pray about it.  And if Jesus is calling you, 

answer His advertisement. 

 


