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If you remember the film “The Lion King,” a young Simba is led into a trap by his power-
hungry uncle Scar. Disregarding what his father had told him, the trap leads to him 
nearly being killed and ultimately his father’s life being lost; as the heir to his father’s 
throne, his uncle tells him to run away because of what has happened. He eventually 
finds himself off in the jungle in the company of Timon and Pumbaa, a meerkat and 
warthog, who teach him that the best attitude is that of “Hakuna Matata,” which is 
roughly translated as “there are no troubles.” He finds that it’s a great attitude to take - 
for a time - until word gets to him about what has happened back home, and how his 
uncle has caused hardship for all of the kingdom, and that it’s his destiny to stand up to 
his uncle and claim his throne and confront his past. It’s not an easy thing for him to do, 
because he wants to stay away from his problems and not think about them. But, 
eventually, when he realizes what his destiny is, and what his mission is, he embarks on 
his journey back home.  
 
In real life, many people might like to live by that motto “Hakuna Matata,” as who likes 
problems. But while a video game, a hobby, a movie, or whatever it might be can delay 
things, inevitably it won’t make problems go away. And while we can also do things that 
we might enjoy, ultimately if we don’t do what God calls us to do, we will be restless and 
unhappy. However, when we realize that God can do great things for us and achieve 
the seemingly impossible, what a lasting difference we can make.  
 
Elizabeth Ann Bayley, one of two daughters of a prominent Episcopal family, was born 
in New York on August 28, 1774. She was a charming girl, small-boned and dainty, with 
great brown eyes. Having lost her mother at the age of three, she was deeply attached 
to her physician father and used to sit beside her schoolroom window watching for him 
on the street. When he appeared, she would slip out quickly and welcome him home. 
 
Beautiful, vivacious, fluent in French, a fine musician, and an accomplished 
horsewoman, she grew up and became a popular guest at parties and balls. Long 
afterward she wrote of all this as quite harmless, except for distractions at night prayers 
and the bother of fussing over dresses. Small wonder young William Seton fell head 
over heels in love with her. She returned his love adoringly and they were married, 
surely to live happily ever after. 
 
They had a gracious home on Wall Street in New York. William was busy at his family’s 
shipping business, Elizabeth with the beginnings of a family. They welcomed five 
children, but unfortunately there was also stress for the family. With the death her father 
in law, their fortunes began to decline. William her husband was tormented by visions of 
debtor’s prison, while Elizabeth was certain that God would help them to survive. 
“Troubles always create a great exertion of my mind,” she wrote, “and give it a force to 
which at other times it is incapable… I think the greatest happiness of this life is to be 
released from the cares of what is called the world.” However, while there were 
troubles, God also had a lot of work for her to continue to do in the world.  
 
In two and a half years, they were bankrupt. Elizabeth spent that Christmas watching 
the front door to keep out the seizure officer. The following summer she and the children 
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stayed with her father, who was health officer for the Port of New York on Staten Island. 
When she saw the babies of newly arrived Irish immigrants starving at their mothers ’
breasts, she begged her physician father to let her nurse some of them since she was 
weaning her fourth child, but he refused. By summer’s end, he too was a victim of the 
yellow fever epidemic, and Elizabeth was grief-stricken. More and more she turned to 
the Scriptures and the spiritual life, and in May of 1802 she wrote in a letter that her soul 
was “sensibly convinced of an entire surrender of itself and all its faculties to God.” 
 
Then in 1803, the doctor suggested a sea journey for William’s health. Against 
Elizabeth’s better judgment they set sail for Italy to visit their friends, the Felicchi family. 
To pay for the voyage, she sold the last of her possessions-silver, vases, pictures, all 
probably inherited from her father. The voyage was pleasant, but arriving at Leghorn 
they were quarantined in a stone tower on a cane outside the city because of the yellow 
fever epidemic in New York. The conditions were awful there; her husband William died 
two days after Christmas in Pisa, at the age of thirty-seven. Only the laundress would 
help the young widow to lay out his body. 
 
While waiting to return to America, Elizabeth attended the churches of her Italian friends 
where she was deeply impressed by the Catholic belief in the real presence of Jesus in 
the Eucharist. It led her to a conversion experience. Returning to New York, poor now 
and living upstairs in a little house supplied by friends, the news of her interest in the 
church stirred up consternation on all sides. She agonized with indecision about it until 
finally, on March 14, 1805, she became a Roman Catholic. It wasn't an easy thing to do, 
for anti-Catholicism at the time was very much a part of New York and much of the 
young new United States.  
 
Several plans to support her family failed, and finally she opened a boardinghouse for 
schoolboys; but when her sister-in-law, Cecelia Seton, became a Roman Catholic also, 
her angry supporters withdrew. Gossip and word got out about the Catholics and what 
they might do to the kids. Hearing of her need, the president of St. Mary’s College in 
Baltimore offered her a residence with a teaching position in that city. She accepted and 
left New York for good on June 8, 1808. The rest of her life would be dedicated to 
Catholic education.  
 
In March of 1809, she pronounced her vows before Bishop John Carroll of Baltimore, 
was given some property in Emmitsburg, Maryland. At the suggestion of the president 
of St. Mary’s College in Baltimore, Maryland, Elizabeth started a school in that city. The 
school had originally been secular but once news of her entrance to Catholicism spread, 
several girls were removed from her school. It was then Seton, and two other young 
women who helped her in her work, began plans for a Sisterhood. They established the 
first free Catholic school in America. When the young community adopted their rule, 
they made provisions for Elizabeth to continue raising her children. 
 
She and began what was to become the American foundation of the Sisters of Charity. 
It was a pretty difficult life. For special occasions they wore black dresses with shoulder 
capes, a simple white bonnet tied under the chin (like Elizabeth’s mourning dress); and 
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for everyday they wore whatever else they had. Their temporary abode provided four 
rooms, two cots, mattresses on the floor under a leaky roof where in winter snow sifted 
down over them. Vegetables, now and then a bit of salt pork or buttermilk, and a 
beverage called carrot coffee was their fare-all flavored with that great zest for survival 
which had become a habit with Elizabeth. When they moved to their unfinished 
permanent home they were invaded by fleas which had infested the horsehair for the 
plaster. Finally the home was completed and they had “an elegant little chapel, 30 cells, 
an infirmary, refectory, parlor, school, and workroom.” 
 
In 1811 the institution, having received the sanction of the highest ecclesiastical 
authority, became a religious order. 
 
Over the next decade, it would grow to include more than twenty communities of Sisters 
of Charity, conducting free schools, orphanages, boarding-schools, and hospitals, in the 
states of Pennsylvania, New York, Ohio, Delaware, Massachusetts, Virginia, Missouri, 
and Louisiana, and in the District of Columbia.  
 
Elizabeth Seton died slowly and painfully of the tuberculosis which had stricken all her 
family. At the last she was sustained on nothing but a little port wine. She had written to 
her best friend not long before, “I’ll be wild Betsy to the last.” The night of her death, 
January 4, 1821, she began the prayers for the dying herself, and one of the sisters, 
knowing that she loved French, prayed the Gloria and the Magnificent in French with 
her. The spirited young woman who had wanted only to marry a handsome man, be a 
happy wife, and raise a pretty family, had had adventures beyond her wildest dreams. 
Loving by nature, she grew in faith and hope because of trial, not in spite of it. And with 
each trial God revealed resources, strength, and courage she did not know she 
possessed. 
 
Mother Seton was canonized the first American-born saint by Pope Paul VI in 1975. 
 
Due largely in part to her efforts, not only were scores of children helped and given an 
education and better life, but the seeds she helped plant have led to a strong Catholic 
School system that has endured ever since.  
 
This week’s readings are about hearing the call to mission and carrying it out.  
 
In the first reading, we meet Jonah, the prophet sent to Nineveh to preach repentance. 
It’s not an easy job, and he really, really does not want to do it. In fact in the whole book 
of Jonah, we learn that when God tells him to go there, he heads in the opposite 
direction. He boards a ship to Tarshish, which causes a storm to nearly sink the boat. 
Admitting to the crew the storm is because of him, he says to throw him overboard; the 
crew obliges and the storm ends, but a big fish swallows Jonah; for three days he is in 
the big fish before the fish spits him out on the beach near Nineveh, and Jonah gets to 
work.  
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In the Gospel, we have the call of the apostles, and they too say yes but as we all know 
their job will not be easy. They leave the lives they know to cast aside their nets and 
follow Jesus, and the road ahead is long with suffering that will be great.  
 
But despite the suffering that is endured by all, ultimately so many good things come of 
it. However it requires saying yes to the mission.  
 
So as we think about it, it begs the question are we open to doing the will of God and 
then seeing the mission through? 
 
With respect to the doing part, for Jonah, the apostles, Elizabeth Ann Seton, and for all,  
if we want to find peace, we listen to what God tells us. What happens when we don’t is 
anxiety and unhappiness; Jonah not doing the will of God runs into all kinds of 
problems. The point is you can’t run from God. Sure, we have free will. And we can fill 
our lives doing it, as Frank Sinatra might say, our way. But if we tune out God, ultimately 
we’ll look back with regret. That’s why the first step is to being open to what God wants 
us to do next, remembering we can’t ever be so set in our ways. God called me to 
priesthood. That will never change. But the parishes I serve or where my priesthood 
leads me will. Discernment needs to be something that’s always part of our lives, from 
the big things like careers and vocations to the smaller things like volunteering or 
stepping down from one area of service to start another or thinking about how to deal 
with a situation with a spouse, at work or the kids. When we are silent and mediate and 
just listen, we can then say “here I am Lord,” like Samuel last week. 
 
Saying yes is one thing; then it involves the nitty gritty of training for the mission. When 
Saul encounters Jesus and converts, becoming Paul, he goes away for a period to learn 
how to become a missionary. Elizabeth Ann Seton felt called to the Catholic faith, but 
then studied it, and then had formation as she discerned her vocation to the religious 
life. The Apostles as their story unfolds will have a lot of learning in the years that come 
ahead. When Jonah is in the belly of the big fish for 3 days, you can think of it as 
training. Sometimes if we are prideful, we can think we know everything about our job, 
our vocation, or how to do something. But no matter what we do we are learning; a 
married couple of 50 years will tell you they’ve probably learned a lot along the way, but 
are still learning too as I am in my vocation of priesthood. I felt called to priesthood in 
college, but I had to go through seminary and formation to grow as a person and learn 
the faith, but also how to serve as a priest. And that certainly did not end at ordination; 
rather a new chapter began, but the learning continued. There’s things I’d do differently, 
and I’ve made many a mistake. But what I strive to have is a balance between fortitude 
of making decisions and doing what I feel is best, with humility, admitting when I make 
mistakes and there are so many people wiser than me at various things both in the 
priesthood and on our staff and in the parish who help me grow in my vocation. As we 
live out our mission, we need to remember the training never ends.  
 
But then carrying out the mission. Elizabeth Ann Seton worked so hard; and what 
suffering she endured. The gossip. The fake friends leaving her when she became 
Catholic. Not knowing if the schools would work. Trying to start a new religious order. 



 

  Page 5 of 5 

Poor living conditions. Hostility from a very anti-Catholic society. Jonah in the first 
reading goes to Nineveh and the city is so large it takes 3 days to go through on foot. 
The point is our mission isn’t easy. Rome wasn’t built in a day as the saying goes, and 
when you’re raising kids, when you’re trying to evangelize others and help them to see 
the importance of having God in their life or making better decisions, there will be many 
setbacks. Sometimes people will hate you. Sometimes it’ll seem like the results aren’t 
there. And perhaps you might be tempted to throw in the towel. But when we remember 
that God is with us, and we know we are doing what He has called us to do, what a 
difference we can make in saving souls and being a fisher of men. 
 
A few years ago I hired a photography guide to take me around New York City and to 
find the best photo spots. It was a fun experience, but she also brought me past a small 
church near the Atlantic Ocean. It’s Saint Peter’s, the oldest Church in New York City; 
and a shrine to Elizabeth Ann Seton is there. Naturally it was being painted when I 
visited so I couldn’t go in. But the guide was perplexed looking at this little church. 
Surrounded by huge skyscrapers, she said “isn’t this interesting this is still here? Do you 
know how many millions this real estate and land is worth? But I guess they want to 
keep it open for some reason.” Yes, the church is pretty tiny. And it is surrounded by 
Manhattan, and certainly the church if sold would net the archdiocese of New York 
millions. But that little church is a powerful symbol to something more important than 
money or earthly glory. A woman who decided to make a difference by listening to God 
and going on a long, difficult mission that changed our country forever. So how about 
you? Maybe you’re reluctant at times like Jonah. Maybe you’re discerning. Or maybe 
you’re spending too much time discerning when deep down you know it’s time to start 
acting. Or perhaps you’re doing what God has called you to do but going through the 
highs and lows of the decision. Keep at it. Because through our baptism and 
confirmation, Jesus gives the same words to you and me: follow me and I will make you 
a fisher of men. No, we can’t say “Hakuna Matata,” for there will be troubles, sometimes 
lots of them. But like Simba, we can’t run from them either or ignore them. So let’s get to 
work, and like Jonah, like Simon and Andrew, James and John and the rest of the 
faithful, do our part to change the world.  


