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One of my favorite episodes of the Twilight Zone was “The Man in the 

Bottle.” A couple who owns an unsuccessful antique store. An elderly 

woman brings in a wine bottle she found in a trash can. It has no value, but 

Arther, the store owner, buys it out of pity. Out comes a genie. He offers 

them four wishes. Skeptical, Arther and his wife ask for something simple 

at first: that a broken glass cabinet be repaired. When it is repaired at the 

snap of a finger, they become believers. Now with three wishes to go, they 

wish for a million dollars. They give tens of thousands away, but the IRS 

shows up with a tax bill leaving them with $5. Thinking carefully about his 

last wish, and being warned that every wish has consequences, his third 

wish is to be a powerful leader of a modern country who cannot be voted 

out of office. He becomes Adolf Hitler at the end of World War II. Given a 

vial of cyanide so he can kill himself, he makes a quick last wish for all to 

be as it was and his old life back. All he has at the end is a repaired 

cabinet, which he breaks again while cleaning up. But perhaps he has 

actually gained something, namely, wisdom.  

 

Though a store of fiction, in real life, when we look to the heroes of our 

church, and indeed the heroes of our lives, what we find is that all of them 
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share a similarity, and that is they excel in faith, hope and love, and are 

beacons of what matters most.  

Five hundred years ago, the Church and the world plummeted into crisis, 

due in part to a lack of wisdom. The Protestant Revolution split Europe into 

warring factions. In the wake of Martin Luther’s preaching, Germany 

erupted in a revolt among the peasants that ended in terrible slaughter. 

 

England and the northern European countries gathered under the flag of 

the new Protestant faith while the rest of Europe held to Catholicism. The 

tensions eventually broke out in the Thirty Years ’War from 1618 –1648. 

 

As Europe was reeling 500 years ago from the most radical revolution it 

had ever faced, God raised up a saint who showed the way through a 

crisis. It was not through anger, violence, and revenge, but through 

kindness, gentleness, and forgiveness. Or, true wisdom of what ultimately 

mattered.  

 

Francis de Sales was known as a gentleman saint not only because he 

was from a noble family, but also because he was a gentle man. 
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Francis de Sales was born on Aug. 21, 1567, into the noble Sales family. 

His family were land-owning aristocrats, and Francis ’father planned for his 

oldest son to receive the finest education to prepare him to be a lawyer. 

 

When he was 16, Francis traveled to Paris to receive a liberal arts 

education. As an aristocrat, he went to college with his own servant, 

personal chaperone, and tutor. Although by now Francis had already 

turned his mind to higher things, he obeyed his father and took lessons in 

gentlemanly activities: dancing, horseback riding, and fencing. 

 

Initially going through doubts at this point in his life, worried he wouldn’t 

make it to heaven, three years later, while visiting a church in Paris, he 

came out of that dark tunnel of doubt and had a profound experience of 

God’s mercy. He knew God was love, and focusing on the Blessed Virgin, 

he dedicated his life to God and the priesthood. 

 

After completing his studies, Francis returned to his home territory, which 

was part of the Diocese of Geneva. Geneva was the center of the 

Protestant religion of John Calvin, and a majority of the population had left 

the Catholic faith for the new religion. 
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Francis was ordained in 1593. Just 26, he was immediately offered a posi-

tion as provost at the Geneva cathedral by Bishop Claude de Granier. As 

provost, Francis held an important post in the diocese, but not having 

parish responsibilities, he was able to embark on an ambitious program of 

apologetics and evangelization among the Calvinists. 

 

For six years he struggled with little success and tremendous opposition. 

The Protestants not only vowed to close their ears to his preaching, but he 

had to take refuge in a castle because of repeated assassination threats 

and attempts. 

 

In 1599 he was promoted to be coadjutor of the diocese and was sent on a 

mission to preach at the court of King Henry IV of France. He made a 

strong impression, and eventually was appointed bishop of Geneva. 

 

To put Francis de Sales in the wider context, he became bishop of Geneva 

in 1603 — the same year Queen Elizabeth I of England died. The 

Reformation had erupted in 1517 when Luther nailed his 95 Theses to the 
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door of a church in Wittenberg, Germany. In the intervening 86 years, 

Protestantism had taken root across Europe. 

 

The persecutions and massacres on both sides of the religious divide had 

solved nothing. The wars and threats of war only made the bitter divisions 

worse. Fifteen years after becoming bishop of Geneva, at the end of his 

life, Francis de Sales would witness Europe plunge into the religious wars 

that would last for 30 years. The Protestant revolution ended — as many 

revolutions do — in bloodshed. 

 

Resentment, revenge, and retaliation ruled the day. There had to be an-

other way. 

 

Francis de Sales pioneered a different path. He met everyone with 

kindness, reminding them that “a spoonful of honey gathers more flies than 

a barrel full of vinegar.” He was a passionate and eloquent preacher, 

speaking tirelessly about the simplicity, goodness, truth, and beauty of the 

Catholic faith. He worked hard to make sure the clergy and people in his 

own diocese were faithful. He rooted out corruption and indifference and 

worked with apostolic zeal to purify and renew the Church. 
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He brought Franciscans to work in the diocese, and in the spirit of his 

namesake, he lived in chastity and poverty. One of the stories about 

Francis de Sales is that St. Francis of Assisi appeared to him and said: 

“You desire martyrdom, just as I once longed for it. But, like me, you will not 

obtain it. You will have to become an instrument of your own martyrdom.” 

 

He one of the first Catholic teachers to address laypeople with a treatise on 

the spiritual life. He proposed a God of love, proclaiming that charity 

prevails over penance. His writings include sermons and apologetics works 

opposing Calvinism, as well as letters and personal guides for spiritual 

growth. But he saw all as children of God. He teaches all of us that despite 

our differences of religion or opinion, we are beloved children of God. He 

writes, “We must never undervalue any person. The workman loves not 

that his work should be despised in his presence. Now God is present 

everywhere, and every person is his work.” 

 

That love of others begins with a true appreciation of who we are as 

beloved of God — created in his image and likeness. 
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St. Francis de Sales ’struggle to accept God’s love was the beginning of his 

spiritual journey. Acceptance of ourselves in God’s sight is the foundation 

for confidence. So he says in his gentle way, “Be who you are and be that 

well.” 

 

Eventually, St. Francis de Sales had great success in his efforts to bring 

back the faithful from Calvinism. A few times Hugenots, the French 

Protestants, tried to kill him. But he wrote pamphlets and like Martin Luther 

nailed them on walls and slipped them under doors. Tens of thousands 

eventually converted. His success was not so much in the content of his ar-

gument, but in his delivery and life. His converts saw his life and wanted to 

be like him. 

 

His life and witness is a reminder that in our work of evangelization, it is 

easy to win an argument and lose a soul. One of his mottos was: “He who 

preaches with love, preaches effectively.” 

 

He really is the perfect saint for the world we live in today. Because like his 

time, we are going through challenges of the pandemic, and the challenges 

of intense polarization. It even impacts the Church. The bitter arguments, 
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personal attacks, and anger that we see among members of different 

Catholic tribes get us nowhere. The suspicion and blame between 

members of different political groups, different religious groups, and 

different ethnic groups only end in further heartbreak, anger, and 

bloodshed. 

 

St. Francis de Sales shows us a better way. His is the way of patience, 

listening, debate, and discussion, and prayer. St. Francis de Sales led a 

devout life, and the word devout means “devoted.” From his first 

experience of God’s love and mercy, he was devoted to knowing the 

source of that mercy and to sharing it with others with passionate zeal and 

patient hope. It’s remarkable that he was surrounded by all this temptation 

for power and wealth, but because he refocused he was able to find God. 

 

So, how about us? What are we devoted to? Like Arther, we can 

sometimes be devoted to money or power. Or maybe it’s ego, or our work, 

or a need to be liked. But as each wish had a consequence for him, the 

same is true for us. Our actions have consequences. And without a bit of 

wisdom, we won’t know how to use what we have been given. In a world 

where Francis de Sales was surrounded by people who wanted him to 
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pursue worldly goods, and a greater world much like ours with division, 

hate, diseases, and suffering, Francis figured out how to truly live and to 

pass on the wisdom God gave him. 

 

In our first reading this week, Solomon has his own encounter but it’s no 

genie, it’s God himself. And he is given the ability to ask for whatever he 

wants. Being a young man, he maybe is overwhelmed at being king, but 

while he could ask for a long life, or power, or riches, he instead says: 

“Give your servant, therefore, an understanding heart 

to judge your people and to distinguish right from wrong. For who is able to 

govern this vast people of yours?” God grants him his request, and is well 

pleased with it.  

 

His experience is also held by others in the Bible and other saints too. 

Elisha asks for a double spirit of Elijah, so he can be a prophet. Bartimaus, 

the blind man, asks for sight, reflecting a deeper desire to see spiritually. 

Thomas Aquinas in a vision of Jesus experienced Jesus saying to him 

“Thomas, you have written well of me what would you have as a reward?” 

with Aquinas responding “I’ll have nothing except you, Lord.” All of these 

people get it. Because while you can have many things, without wisdom, 
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you won’t know the consequences of how to use these things. The key for 

all of us is to grow in wisdom too.  

 

A good way to do that is cultivate the garden if you will. And there are many 

ways we do that. But maybe a good way especially is to look at the virtues 

of faith, hope and love that we are given, commonly called the “theological” 

virtues. Think of them as the treasure buried in the field, the field being our 

souls. To dig up that treasure God has put there though requires a bit of 

work.  

 

Faith is thought of as belief, but belief is just the tip of the iceberg. Faith 

gives us eyes to see and understand God more deeply. It entails 

knowledge of the faith, so we can understand why we believe what we do. 

That’s why we study the faith in preparation for confirmation, but hopefully 

also think about it more deeply too. Francis de Sales for instance did that in 

his own studies, but what makes him really neat as a saint is he was one of 

the first to say holiness isn’t just something clergy aspire to, but is 

something for all of us to aspire to, and so he made the faith 

understandable to lay people. He engaged people who had left the faith 

and who were hostile to the Catholic Church, and because of that brought 
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many people back into the Catholic faith. We grow in faith through learning 

it through spiritual reading, studying the Bible and catechism, but we also 

grow in it through prayer and encountering God. Faith is also applied to our 

daily lives too. Faith helps us to know right from wrong; to distinguish from 

virtue and vice. It’s something that forms our conscience. It’s what allows 

us to see clearly as Francis de Sales did, aspiring not to become another 

French aristocrat like his father, but rather a saint. 

 

Hope is the virtue by which we desire heaven. It’s what helps give us 

spiritual vision. Faith helps us to know how to get to heaven; hope is what 

gives us the desire to get there more than anyplace else. Because a 

person desires heaven, it means they live a different way of life. They live 

like Francis de Sales; seeing heaven as where they want to go, they strive 

to bring heaven into this world. They evangelize; they do good deeds; they 

understand the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand and “thy kingdom come.” 

Hope is what sustains us through challenging times too like the ones we 

are in now and the world of Francis de Sales. A person of hope 

understands that while we might not understand the “why” of what is going 

on, we do understand that God isn’t abandoning us, and that Jesus did not 

lie when He said “I am with you always, even to the end of the ages.” With 
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hope, we understand that we can’t get to heaven on our own, but need 

Gods help to help us through each day, and that ultimately even when 

things don’t happen as quickly as we might like them to, God will still see 

us through. Hope is what I think sustained Francis de Sales to not give up 

on people, and John Paul II to say to the Polish people who had been 

crushed by the Nazis and then 40 years by the Communists at that point to 

“be not afraid.” Hope sees us through the storms of life.  

 

Love is the virtue by which we are loved and pass on that love. Francis de 

Sales grew in this over his life, as he struggled a bit with scrupulosity in his 

younger years, doubting God’s mercy. Gods love to us is so strong that 

nothing can separate us from it. But we need to remind ourselves of how 

much God loves us by turning to Him with our sins and struggles and being 

honest with ourselves and Him about our shortcomings. We also connect 

with Him when the storm clouds of life gather to be reminded how His love 

will also be there for us. Love of course is a way of life too. Arthur in that 

Twilight Zone episode lived it out by buying a worthless wine bottle to help 

a woman in need. But love is also doing what Francis de Sales did too; he 

was concerned for the poor, but also articulated the faith to others in a 

hostile word. Sometimes we may fear speaking about the faith to others out 
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of a fear of hostility or being hated. Well perhaps it better to be hated for a 

while if it might save someone from hell and a life of ruin. Loving someone 

means wanting what is best for them, and nothing is better than heaven. 

And helping them get there means ministering to their needs, listening to 

them, but also challenging them - the same thing Jesus did throughout His 

ministry. 

 

Solomon’s story sadly doesn’t end well. He’s given the treasure, but he 

seems to lose the roadmap along the way as to where it was buried. 

Eventually in his old age, he falls away from the faith, corrupted by bad 

decisions and bad people around him. Faith, hope, and love and all that 

God gives us need to be cultivated. So may we work with Him, and realize 

that while there might be things we want on this earth, only with His wisdom 

can we find the true treasure that is the kingdom of Heaven which we can 

obtain by working with Him.  


