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My dear brothers and sisters in Christ:
At a track meet about a century ago in Glasgow, Scotland, a runner
by the name of Eric Liddell was competing in the 440 yards race. He was
trailing the others into the second half of the race and a visitor remarked
that he would hardly catch the others now. A fellow Scotsman who knew
Liddell well turned and simply said, “His head’s not back yet.” Sure
enough, Liddell threw his head back and, with his mouth open and his
arms clawing the air, he passed his opponents and won the race. His style
was not beautiful, but his speed was like lightning. At the Paris Olympics
of 1924, Liddell won the 400 meters, and his achievement, together with his
famous refusal to run on the Sabbath day, was captured for posterity in the
1981 film Chariots of Fire.
Born in China, to Scottish missionary parents, Eric Liddell returned
to the land of his birth to spend his life as a Christian missionary. He lived
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and worked there for twenty years. He married and had three daughters,
and devoted his life to spreading the love of God, which he had found in
Jesus, everywhere he went. Someone who knew him in those years said of
him, “He was overflowing with good humor and love for life, and with
enthusiasm and charm.”
Liddell described his own life as a “complete surrender” to God, and
here is a key for helping us to understand what love means and what love
asks of us. We cannot all be fast runners like Liddell, but we can learn the
love of God, as he did, for love is not a human achievement. It is the gift of
God.
Today, in our second reading, we hear one of the most important and
powerful teachings that we will ever learn: “God is love” (1 John 4:8). The
most startling sign of God’s love is the Word-Made-Flesh: the conception,
birth, life, passion, death, resurrection and glorification of Jesus Christ, the
Son of the living God. That is the love that enables us to love.
In

today’s

Gospel

reading,

we

hear

Jesus

giving

us

the

commandment to “love one another, as I have loved you” (John 15:12).
Love is a response to God’s loving us first, and a grace of Christ to love
others. It is because we know love that we are able to love.
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At the Paris Olympics in 1924, Eric Liddell ran the 440-yard race
holding a piece of paper in his hand with a quotation from the Bible that
said, “Those who honor me I will honor.” (1 Samuel 2:30). Liddell not only
won the race but broke the existing world record with a time of 47.6
seconds. We honor the Lord by the simple and faithful observance of his
commandment – “love one another.”
As we reflect today on this commandment of love, our country
celebrates Mother’s Day. The love of a mother for her children and the love
of children for their mother is one of the most beautiful ways to live
Christ’s commandment that we love one another.
In celebration of Mother’s Day this year, my brother Joe wrote a
wonderful tribute about our mother that I would like to share with you. It
is titled, “Veronica: True Icon – A Tribute to My Mom.”
One of the great things about getting together as family is
either being reminded of or noticing for the first time family
resemblances. Oh, there are obvious facial resemblances. But
there are also resemblances as far as personalities go. Some
resemblances we inherit. Others we choose.
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Well, when it comes to my mom, Veronica, she no doubt
inherited a physical resemblance to her mother Wanda. She had
no choice in that matter. But when it came to personality traits,
Veronica decided to make some important choices. You see,
Mom was not surrounded by the healthiest of personalities. We
didn’t often hear her stories growing up. We heard a lot of
stories about the Paprocki side of the family—stories that were
joyful, funny, full of life, and, while filled with references to
drugs (we owned a family pharmacy!), were nonetheless
positive.
Mom’s stories, on the other hand, were always told with a
hint of melancholy because most of her stories were rather sad.
Her family was very poor; her father was an alcoholic and
verbally abusive; her mother suffered from severe depression;
her parents neglected to have her and her younger brother
Eugene baptized; she had two younger brothers who were lost
at birth; her brother Ray became an alcoholic and died at a
young age; and, when her little brother Eugene came back from
the war, he was never the same and ended up homeless.
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Occasionally, Mom would tell these stories. Sad stories.
And she would shake her head as if to say, it didn’t have to be
that way. And I asked her once, how, with all of that sadness
and dysfunction, did she turn out to be so positive, so
optimistic, so joyful? She said, “I decided I didn’t want that. I
wanted to be happy.”
And so, for 87 years, Veronica has done just that—she has
chosen to be happy.
Veronica had a choice to make. She could have chosen to
resemble the dysfunction she grew up with and end up seeing
the world as full of darkness, sadness, and cruelty, or she could
choose to see the world as full of light, hope, and joy. She chose
to see the world as God sees it. And as a result of practicing
that way of seeing for 87 years, Veronica developed a
resemblance to God. She was appropriately named Veronica,
which comes from the Latin, vera iconica, which means “true
image.”
According to Christian tradition, as Jesus carried his cross
to Calvary, a brave woman stepped through the crowds and,
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when she wiped Jesus’ face with a towel, an image of his face
was left on the cloth. The woman’s name was Veronica—true
image. I remember when we would attend the Stations of the
Cross on Fridays during Lent and they would announce the
sixth station: Veronica wipes the face of Jesus; I had to hold
myself back from saying, “That’s my mom!”
Veronica is a true icon.
Sacred icons are not just for decoration but are meant to
bring people into an encounter with God’s presence. Veronica
is indeed a true icon. When you are with her, you somehow feel
closer to God.
Sacred icons are an experience of the beauty of God.
Veronica is indeed a true icon. In her beautiful smile, in her
calm, in her joy, and in her love, we all catch a glimpse of God’s
beauty.
Sacred

icons

are

meant

to

teach

us

about

our

faith. Veronica is a true icon. In her compassion, in her patience,
in her selflessness, in her humility, in her gentleness, and in her
devotion, we learn what true faith looks like.
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Sacred icons are intended to inspire us to imitate the
subject of the icon, whether it is Jesus, Mary, or the
saints. Veronica is a true icon. In her life and in her very being,
she imitates Christ. May each of us in some small way imitate
her.
Finally, sacred icons are never signed by the iconographer
in recognition that God is the true artist. Veronica is a true icon.
It has never been about her.
If Veronica’s life teaches us anything, it teaches us that we
have a choice as to who we want to resemble. As a child,
Veronica looked at the choices being made by people around
her and said, “That’s not for me.” Instead, she looked at the
choices her best friend Ramona Pie (short for Pieczynski) and
her parents, Mr. and Mrs. Pie had made—a choice to imitate the
love and the life of the Trinity—an intimate relationship of
joyful, selfless love. Once, when young Veronica snuck into
church and saw Mr. and Mrs. Pie go up to Communion, she
was curious about what they were receiving. The next day, she
asked them, “What do you get when you go up to the priest?”
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They responded, “The greatest gift you can ever imagine!”
Veronica decided she wanted that gift. She chose Jesus, got
baptized at the age of 14, and for the rest of her life, she
received the greatest gift you could ever imagine each and
every day—Jesus Christ—God himself in the Eucharist. And
with each passing day, week, month, year, and decade, she
began more and more to resemble God, in whose image we are
all made. . . .
Please keep my mom, Veronica, in your prayers. She is in
a nursing home and in declining health. May God bless all of
our mothers, those living and those who have gone before us,
on this Mother’s Day! 1

May God give us this grace. Amen.
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