There are a number of saints and people when you read their stories that fit
the description of “cradle Catholic,” and one who certainly fits that

description is Saint Maria Goretti.

Maria is one of the youngest saints to be canonized by the Catholic Church,
dying at the young age of just 11. She was the third out of six children, and

she had a very hard life.

When she was nine, her family's situation grew even worse, when her father
died of malaria. Maria's mother took her husband's place in the fields, while
little Maria took her mother's role in caring for her siblings. The family was
able to survive by working the fields of a Count, a job they shared with a
man named Giovanni Serenelli and his teenage son Alessandro. Mr.
Serenelli kept most of the profits from the farming, leaving the Goretti

family quite poor and frequently hungry.

Through all the difficulties, Maria did her best. When neighbors or kindly
merchants would give Maria a treat, she would take it home to share with
her brothers and sisters. Cheerful and intelligent, Maria was also beautiful,

with chestnut hair complementing her delicate features.
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On Maria's frequent trips into the nearby village to sell eggs and chickens
and to buy supplies for her family, she would visit the shrine of Our Lady of
Graces. Every night Maria would recite the five Mysteries of the Rosary for

the repose of her father's soul.

In June of 1902, 20-year-old Alessandro Serenelli began ordering 11-year-
old Maria to perform various difficult chores, none of which could be
completed to his satisfaction, and she was often reduced to tears.
Alessandro also began making advances on Maria. She rebuffed them all,

but, unfortunately, said nothing to her mother, for fear of causing trouble.

Sadly, on the fifth of July in 1902, Alessandro came into the house. He
threatened her with death if she would not do what he said, as he wanted to
have inappropriate relations with her. She refused to submit and warned
her attacker that he would go to hell. He attacked her, with fatal wounds,
before running away. Her younger sister awoke and started to cry, and then
Alessandro’s father came in along with Maria’s mom and they found Maria
bleeding. She was rushed to a local hospital, but there was nothing the
doctors could do. They tried to save her, and during the surgery she awoke.

The pharmacist of the hospital asked her to think of him in paradise, and
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she said she would gladly do so. But even more remarkably, the next day on
her deathbed, she expressed forgiveness for her murderer and that she

wanted to have him in heaven with her just before she died.

Her attacker was quickly captured and then sentenced to 30 years in
prison. At first, he was unrepentant for three years until a local bishop came
and visited him in jail. Alessandro then wrote a thank you note to the
bishop asking for his prayers and telling the bishop about a dream in which

Maria gave him lilies which burned in his hands.

Alessandro’s story you’d think you might know based on his actions that

day, but his whole story is one of difficult circumstances in life.

Alessandro’s father, Giovanni, was an alcoholic who struggled to provide for
his children. He moved the family multiple times trying to earn a living as a
manual laborer. Unfortunately, his alcoholism prevented him from holding
down a job for very long. It was while endeavoring as a sharecropper that
he met Luigi Goretti, father of Maria Goretti. Both families living in
poverty, it was decided that they would partner together and attempt to

work as a team for those hiring sharecroppers.
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Both men eventually decided to move their families to a small town about
40 miles south of Rome. By this time, Giovanni Serenelli had only his son
Alessandro living with him. Count Mazzoleni, a wealthy nobleman who
owned much land around Le Ferriere, agreed to hire them as
sharecroppers. He provided a building that would house the Goretti’s on
one side and the Serenelli’s on the other, the two living quarters being

separated by a common kitchen.

Within two years, when Alessandro was 18 years old, Maria’s father died of
malaria. His own father, being increasingly gripped by alcoholism,
Alessandro became more and more reclusive and withdrawn. Most
alarming, however, was what he was cultivating in his heart: lust towards

Maria.

At first Alessandro would make lewd jokes and gestures towards

Maria. These were eventually followed by repeated attempts to seduce
her. Maria wanted nothing to do with Alessandro and rejected one of his
immoral propositions. Knowing he was capable of violence, she was
careful never to be alone with him. But Alessandro eventually devised a

plan to force Maria into submission: he would approach the house in the
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middle of the day—when Maria would be alone and everyone else would be

at work in the fields.

When Maria found herself trapped in the house alone with Alessandro,
seeing that his intention was to violate her, she resisted him with all her

strength. In a fit of rage, attacked her fatally.

Alessandro was sentenced to 30 years in prison. At his trial, he

blamed Maria for her own death claiming that he was defending himself
from an attack that she herself instigated. In prison he was locked in
isolation as his anger would lead to outbursts of physical violence against

other inmates.

One night, six years into his prison sentence, Maria appeared to
Alessandro. She appeared in a garden picking 14 white lily flowers,
handing them to him one by one; one lily for each of the wounds he
inflicted on her. This gesture of forgiveness, this act of love, filled
Alessandro with light and the Holy Spirit. He immediately became contrite

for what he did to her.
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He finished the rest of his sentence in tranquility. In fact, his behavior
became so docile, and the transformation of his person was so dramatic
that he was released three years early. Shortly after his release he sought
out, and received, the forgiveness of Maria’s mother. He eventually joined
the Capuchin Franciscans and, as a lay brother, worked as a gardener,
porter, and general laborer. He died in the peace of Christ, with the love
and admiration of those that knew him, at the Cappuchin convent at

Macerata, Italy, on May 6, 1970.

Following his death, the Capuchin friars with whom he lived found a sealed
envelope among his personal effects. It was his spiritual testament, written
in the form of an open letter to the world. It contains an appeal that all
follow the way of Christ. It also paints a dramatic and touching picture of a
man who was able to regain his dignity through the generous mercy that

those he wounded extended to him:

It was after his release that he visited Maria’s mother and begged her for
forgiveness. She forgave him, saying that if her daughter could do so on her
deathbed, then she could do no less. They even attended Mass the next day

together and received Holy Communion side by side. He prayed daily to
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Maria and referred to her as “my little saint.”

Two workers who worked in fields in their lives; but two people who each
also worked in the vineyard of the Lord; one coming early, the other coming

later.

This weekend in our Gospel we have the parable of the landowner who
hires day laborers and pays the ones who come early the same as those who
come late. It can be a little challenging to us, because it seems that it’s

unfair isn’t it; for shouldn’t those who work less get paid less?

The point though for us is to think of this not as much as what God owes us
- because God does not owe us anything - but rather to think about the

nature of God, who is love, and wanting to be part of that relationship.

What strikes me with the story of Maria and Alessandro is how this is
Maria’s focus. She is entirely focused on God and her family her whole life;
but even after this horrible crime is perpetrated upon her, there is no rage
in her heart - and because of her appearing to Alessandro and offering this

message of mercy, Alessandro is converted. And she surely rejoices because
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of that; she did not want him to go to hell; she wanted him to go to heaven.

For us, we can think of it a bit like focusing on the big picture - of how we
all want to get to heaven. In real life, think for instance of things that come
up where this happens. There are team sports like baseball. Every year at
the trade deadline, the teams competing go big and a player shows up to be
on a team for a couple of months. Back in 2000, the Yankees picked up
David Justice; the Yanks went from 2nd in the AL East to winning the
division and the World Series. In 1989, the A’s picked up some guy named
Ricky Henderson at the trade deadline and went on to win the World Series
that year sweeping the Giants in the famous earthquake series. I think it’s
safe to say more established players on the team who played daily weren’t
upset that the “new people” came on board - because the focus was entirely
on winning a World Series, which happened. Well, much like in baseball,
where they do give out MVP awards and all that, unless you are doing
sports trivia not too many people care about that. The focus is on getting
the Commissioner’s Trophy. And this is where we have to ask ourselves if
that is our focus here on earth too as we want to go to heaven but hopefully
remember we want other people to go there too. How then do we make that

mentality a way of life?
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One is by making sure envy isn’t a part of our souls. How envy can creep in
at times; the deadly sin that truly gives one zero pleasure just misery. All
the envious person gets is a sense of comparison, competition and
perceived injustice from his feelings that lead to resentment. It sometimes
leads to taking joy in the fall of a person we are envious of. It can manifest
itself through slander, gossip, online trashing of people. It can also entail a
“holier than thou” attitude. As Pope Francis said: In his words: “This is bad,
do not do that! When you are tempted to this, remember your sins, those
no one knows, shame yourself before God and say, 'You, Lord, you know
who is superior, I close my mouth’. Remember Job? He had it out with God
and when God basically asks him, “Who do you think you are? Were you
here when I created all of this? Do you know all I know?” Job is reduced to
silence when confronted with God’s superiority. But sometimes to make
ourselves feel better than others whom we envy, we can think of how we are
better than they are and put ourselves above them. That really doesn’t do
much good though. What we have to remember is that it can be overcome
if we are honest in recognizing where envy is in our hearts. If we see it, we
should pray about it or even mention it at confession. We can also pray for
those we envy or give a genuine compliment to someone we may envy. It’s

also good to give thanks to God and be thankful for the gifts of others. God
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created you and me, and each of us is special, loved by God. God has given
us each talents, so let us rejoice in that and remember we are part of the
human family and build one another up by using those talents each in our

own way.

Second, we have to remember we aren’t God. As Pope Francis said, Job
wants to have it out with God, but God basically says to him, “you don’t
know the whole story.” And looking at the day laborers, from their
perspective they don’t really know the story, do they? They might not know
the landowner is just generous; or might not know that the landowner
knows that the men who came later to work had been really hard up for a
longer time, and looking for work. Indeed, Alessandro should have faced
justice, but there was more to the story than what was seen on the surface -
there was still potential there which Saint Maria saw bringing him to
conversion. Such is the love of God, given to all; God’s love is not limited,
like other things that go away or that we fight over. God loves us all in the
same way, and that shouldn’t bother us. So, like a good coach who says
don’t worry about what the other guy is doing but what you are doing, that
is hopefully how we look at God - He loves us, and our focus should be that

relationship with Him, not on what He should give us then give or not give
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the other person.

And as a last note, what good we can do too when we are like the vineyard
owner. Remember last week when we reflected on wrath; there is again
justified anger. But we must always look deeper, because inside people is
the capacity for goodness that just needs to emerge from the things that
often cover it up; Saint Maria saw that in Alessandro and helped him
change. A mother of 5 was once asked which kid she loved the most; and
while most parents might say, “oh I love them all the same” which I'd hope
to be true. Her response was, “the one who needs my love most at the
time.” I love that answer because maybe before us is someone who really
needs our focus and attention; from a child who had a bad day at school to
a person who maybe is seemingly far removed from God with life choices
and experiences covering up the real person within, having been given up
on by so many - but not God. If our attitude is one of love, we are again
rejoicing when a sinner finds their way, and through our prayers and

perseverance, we can do so much to bring a sinner closer to God.

Certainly, if most of us just read the main facts of the lives of Saint Maria

and Alesandro, we might surmise that one was far more holy than the
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other, and while we might at best feel sorry for Alesandro for his traumatic
experiences in life, it would be hard to say they are worthy of the same
reward. But in Maria’s case, her focus wasn’t just on getting to heaven - it
was helping Alesandro get there too. As a recent article in the Christian

»” <«

satire site put it best, “The Babylon Bee,” “Heaven rejoices over buzzer
beater as man accepts Christ with .4 seconds left on the clock.” Jesus did
not look at Saint Dismas and say, “you will be with me in Paradise many
years from now for all that you’ve done.” Jesus did not look at Peter when
he came back and said, “you’ll have to wait a little longer now because you
denied me.” Nor did he look at Saint Paul on the way to Damascus and say,
“You’ve been persecuting me and I want you to be my apostle but far less
important than Peter or Andrew who were with me from the start.” These
aren’t God’s standards for God isn’t working by a pay scale. Hopefully for
us, we don’t fall in love with God’s benefits, but fall in love with God -
remembering our lives aren’t about us, for we belong to Christ - and may
we live our lives not worried about what spot we’ll be in heaven, but rather
with a desire to get to heaven and help others get there too, rejoicing with
them whether they have been focused on Jesus for many years, or are

finally getting to a point where they are beginning to look at God and how

they live their lives and expressing a desire to work in the vineyard. When
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we do that, we can let go of our petty self-regard and instead focus not on
who gets what from the owner of the vineyard but work together in that
vineyard to create a bountiful harvest in God’s Kingdom. Saint Maria

Goretti, pray for us.
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