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Recently in my prayer I have been using the image of a swollen river. This image dates 
back to my experiences of Hurricane Katrina.  Logically, it makes sense to me that when 
a flood of water comes down the river that one would build up the banks along the river 
to keep the water contained.  Mysteriously, though, the water finds a weakness deep 
down under the bank of the river.  It is true that water can be seen overspilling the top of 
the bank, but when the levee blows it often is due to water that has gone underneath the 
levee and exited outside – with the levee giving way to the pressure.  Presumably one 
can explain this phenomenon with math equations, but when I am praying I call it an 
unexpected mystery – somehow the water finds a way to shoot up outside of the river. 
 
In today’s reading from Acts of the Apostles, a new development is breaking out; it can 
be read more deeply in Acts chapters 10-15, and is called the mission to the Gentiles, for 
which the Apostle Paul will be renown. In the early chapters of Acts, the Apostles are in 
the Temple praying and preaching with amazing boldness and success.  The grace 
flowing from the Resurrection of Jesus is charging down the river bed of Judaism with 
great volume, but now, with the force of this divine love, a geyser mysteriously shoots up 
outside of Judaism, sending grace to the Gentiles.  With this unpredicted geyser there is 
a break in the levee. While grace continues to flow down the Jewish river bed, it now 
also gushes out into the Gentile countryside. 
 
Allow me to make two applications of this mystery. 
 
First: In this time of social distancing all around the world, when the Sacraments are 
suspended for the health of the wider civic community, the history of the Church 
encourages us with the Good News that the Holy Spirit will gush out in ways that are not 
expected.  As it says in Isaiah 43:19, “ Behold, I am doing a new thing; now it springs 
forth, do you not perceive it? I will make a way in the wilderness and rivers in the 
desert.” 
 
Second: From my earliest days, I understood that when I was a good boy, I got 
rewarded. When I did something nice for someone, I would be acknowledged or thanked 
or rewarded.  There was a simple equation: I do something helpful, God will reward 
me.  For me, divine reward was the river that flowed between the river banks of good 
deeds.  When the water was in danger of getting out of control and overflowing the 
levees, I would build up the height of the riverbank with more good deeds to keep God’s 
grace within the bounds of the river. 
 
If, however, the passage from Isaiah 43:19 can snap my head up in surprise, then I need 
to look about for the mystery – to see where grace is shooting up outside the banks of 
my good deeds.  Can I behold what God is doing outside of the control of my good 
deeds?  Spiritual consolation calls us to follow the life-giving water. 



 
Recently in my homilies, I have referred to paths that are dark and fog-bound, to 
landmarks that are askew and to a course that is unsure.  With today’s reading from 
Acts, I am challenged to wake up and be on watch for the unexpected mystery of new 
paths where before I saw only desolation. 
 
Amen. 
 


