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hen | was nine, my greatest pleasure was ordering things
Wthrough the mail. "e cereal boxes that ®lled our kitchen
shelves all boasted small order forms on the back, whiddh d¢liywou
out, ®ll in with my address and send away, along with aitiatar b
two. A few weeks later a brown paper package addressed td me woul
arrive in our mailbox. Nothing ®lled me with more excitement.

While the most attractive o#ers typically appeared intmoki;
these advertisements rarely represented what the postmzadle
delivered. "e aTerrifying Flying Ghost® on the inside backec
of aSpider-Martomic book turned out to be a cheap plastic ball,

a rubber band, and a piece of white tissue paper. "e 2Fake® Vomit
looked nothing like the real stu#, and the @Monster Tagdnuals
not monstrous at all.

Worst of all were the @Sea Monkeys.° "e colorful advertigeme
depicted smiling aquatic ®gures (the largest one weasidgna g
crown) happily cavorting in a sort of sea city. Unfortunauiglsix-
week wait for them had a disappointing end: the Sea Morrkeys tu
out to be a packet of shrimp eggs. And while the Sea Monkeys did
eventually hatch in a ®shbowl on a chair in my bedroom, they we
so small as to be nearly invisible, and none, as far asdll;oubdet
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a crown. (Sea Monkey City was nearly decimated when | atigident
sneezed on it during my annual winter cold.)

Other purchases were more successful. My Swimming Tony the
Tiger toy, whose purchase required eating my way throegi sev
boxes of Sugar Frosted Flakes to earn su$cient box toesl eveaz
my parents with his swimming skills. "e orange and blackglast
tiger had arms that rotated and legs that kicked manizoealhe
was able to churn his way through the choppy waters of geglstop
up kitchen sink. One day, Tony, fresh from a dip, slippednfisom
®ngers and fell on the linoleum oor. Both of his arms fetlawk;
ing the end of his short swimming career. | put the armérsis tig
the ®shbowl with the Sea Monkeys, who seemed not to mind the
company.

But even with my predilection for mail-order purchases|d wo
be hard-pressed to explain what led me to focus my childeshares
a plastic statue of St. Jude that | had spied in a magaznihenaga
ine what magazine this might have been, since my parerttsnweren
the habit of leaving Catholic publications lying aroundhdtise,
but apparently the photo of the statue was su$ciently agptali
convince me to drop %3.50 into an envelope. "at sum re@esent
not only an excess of three weeks' allowance but alsmthg @drg
anArchiecomic bookba real sacri®ce at the time.

It certainly wasn't any interest on the part ofamily, or any
knowledge about St. Jude, that drew me to hie st&inew noth-
ing about him, other than what the magazine adrtelche was
the patron saint of hopeless causes. Even ifbekadnterested
in reading about him, there would have been laitttead; for all
his current popularity, Jude remains a mysteriaus.®gugh
he is named as one of the twelve apostles oftdesusre only
three brief mentions of Jude in the entire Nevairestt. In fact,
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two lists of the apostles don't include him atlastead they
mention a certain @"addeus,® giving rise to the meat#Bt. Jude
"addeus.° To confuse matters more, there is aldode listed

as the brother of Jesus in the Gospel of Markthoogh some
ancient legends mention his work in Mesopotane@ntyclopedia

of Catholicismsays candidly, @We have no reliable information
about this obscure ®gure.°

But Jude's story didn't concern me. What appealed to measost w
that he was patron of hopeless causes. Who knew what help someo
like that could give me? A tiger that could swim in the kiafilen
was one thing, but a saint who could help me get what | wasted wa
guite another. It was worth at least %3.50.

In a few weeks, | received a little package containingrachine-i
beige plastic statue, along with a booklet of prayers tedb®rus
praying to my new patron. St. Jude the Beige, who held a sta# and
carried a sort of plate emblazoned with the image of a fiabe (wh
supposed was Jesus, though this was di$cult to discemmmeas
diately given pride of place on top of the dresser in my bedroom.

At the time, | prayed to God only intermittently, and themiyai
to ask for things, such as: 2Please let me get an A on myt.fiext tes
aPlease let me do well in Little League this year.° 2Pleagshke
clear up for the school picture.’ | used to envision God @sctite
Problem Solver, the one who would ®x everything if | jusd picayl
enough, used the correct prayers, and prayed in preeisatth
way. But when God couldnt ®x things (which seemed moenfrequ
than | would have liked), | would turn to St. Jude. | ®gured tha
was beyond the capacity of God to do somethingsuhali must
be a lost cause, and it was time to call on St. Jude.

Fortunately, the booklet that accompanied the St. Jude statu
included plenty of good prayers and even featured onenithhati
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began @Tantum ergo sacramentum . . .° | saved the Latin grayer f
the most important hopeless causesb®nal exams and Yibdike.

| reallywanted something, | would say the @Tantum ergo sacramen-
tum© prayer three times on my knees.

St. Jude stood patiently atop my dresser until high school. My
high school friends, when visiting my house, often aslesl ity s
bedroom (we were all inordinately curious about what &&ck ot
bedroom looked like). And though | was by now fond of St.lJude,
was afraid of what my friends would think if they spottettdnge
plastic statue standing on my dresser. So St. Jude wizsl relega
inside my sock drawer and brought out only on special occasions.

My faith was another thing, you could say, that was relegated
the sock drawer for the next several years. During highlsohdel
it to Mass more or less weekly; but later, in college, | hesbare
occasional churchgoer (though 1 still prayed to the GoiderRr
Solver). And as my faith grew thinner and thinner, my a$mity f
St. Jude began to seem a little childish: silly, supesstiidufaintly
embarrassing.

" at changed for me at age twenty-six. Dissatis®ed withimy lif
the business world, | began to consider doing somethitigpeigle
at the time | had little idea of what that something else e uAdI
| knew was that after ®ve years in corporate America, levalslenis
and wanted out. From that rather banal sentiment, howedesas
able to work. "e Great Problem Solver was at work on a proégm t
| only dimly comprehended. In time, God would give me anranswe
to a question that | hadn't even asked.

One evening, after a long day's work, | came home and ipped
on the television set. "e local PBS station was airing a datany
about a Catholic priest named "omas Merton. "ough | had never
heard of Merton, all sorts of famous talking heads appeazdem
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to testify to his enormous in uence on their lives. In jaest anfn-
utes of watching the program | got the idea that "omas Mer&an w
bright, funny, holy, and altogether unique. "e documentaag so
interesting that it prompted me to track down, purchasesahdiis
autobiography, e Seven Storey Mountahrch told the story of his
journey from an aimless youth to a Trappist monk. It cagdtiviate
as few books ever have.

Over the next two years, whenever | thought seriouslylabout t
future, the only thing that seemed to make any sense wag anter
religious order. "ere were, of course, some doubts, saaestalts,
some hesitations, and some worries about embarrassifdunyse
eventually | decided to quit my job and, at age twenty-eight,
the Society of Jesus, the religious order more commontydaiihe
Jesuits. It was certainly the best decision I've ever made.

Upon entering the Jesuit novitiate, | was surprised tdHaarn
most of my fellow novices had strong 2devotions,° as tadyiuah,
to one or another saint. "ey spoke with obvious a#ectiornér t
favorite saintsbalmost as if they knew them personallnd®ice,
for example, was especially fond of Dorothy Day, quotititgghally
during our weekly community meetings. Another talkedtalgeda
about St. "&r*se of Lisieux. But though my brother novices we
sincere in their devotions, and they patiently relatedebefitheir
heroes and heroines to me, | now found the idea of prayimg to th
saints wholly superstitious. What was the point? If Gaxl ywear
prayers, why do you need the saints?

"ese questions were answered when | discovered theamllecti
of saints' biographies that ®lled the creaky wooden beakthee
novitiate library.

| pulled my ®rst selection from the shelves as a result of some
serious prompting from one novice: 2You've got to' rea8tory of
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a Sou?f, he kept telling me (badgering me was more like it). 2"en
you'll understand why | like "&r*se so much.°

At this point, | knew little about the 2Little Flower° asishe
known, and imagined "&r*se of Lisieux as a sort of shriniciieg v
timid, skittish, and dull. So | was astonished when helicgdtob
raphy revealed instead a lively, intelligent, and stiltedywoman,
someone | might like to have known. Reading her story led me to
track down biographies of other saintsbsome well knowe, som
obscurebin our library: St. Stanislaus Kostka, who, elesgdr-
ous protests from his family, walked 450 miles to enter dlite Jes
novitiate. St. "omas More, whose ®ne intellect and loveuatrgo
did not blind him to the centrality of God in his life. St. Seeref
+vila, who decided, to the surprise of most and the dismapnwgf m
to overhaul her Carmelite Order. And Pope John XXIII, whas | w
happy to discover, was not only compassionate and innavative b
also witty.

Gradually | found myself growing fonder of these saints and
developing a tenderness toward them. | began to see thatalais mo
of holiness relevant to contemporary believers, and tstander
the remarkable ways that God works in the lives of indsvilaah
saint was holy in his or her unique way, revealing how Godtesleb
individuality. As C. S. Lewis writes Mere Christianity*How
monotonously alike all the great tyrants and conquererbd&v.
how gloriously di#erent are the saints.’

"is gave me enormous consolation, for | realized that none of
us are meant to be "&r*se of Lisieux or Pope John XXIII or "omas
More. We're meant to be ourselves, and meant to allow God to
work in and through our own individuality, our own humaniy.

St. "omas Aquinas said, grace builds on nature.
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Moreover, | found companions among the saintsbfriends to
turn to when | needed a helping hand. My novice director &ld m
that he thought of the saints as older brothers and sistaogitone
could look for advice and counsel. "e Catholic theologiamndrace
S. Cunningham, in his botke Meaning of Sairgsiggests that the
saints also serve as our @rophetic withesses,® spuaingusore
fully as Christian disciples. Of course some might ardseiaa do
argue) that all you need is Jesus. And that's true: Jemyshsgy
and the saints understood this more than anyone.

But God in his wisdom has also given us these companions of
Jesus to accompany us along the way, so why not accept fthe gift o
their friendship and encouragement? And there's no redseh t
as if devotion to the saints somehow takes away from ytiondevo
to Jesus: everything the saints say and do is centeredgsoanghri
points us in his direction. One day at Mass in the novitegtelch
heardbas if for the ®rst timeDa prayer of thanksgiving to @od f
the saints: 2You renew the Church in every age by raisingaipdme
women outstanding in holiness, living witnesses of ydiangnag
love. "ey inspire us by their heroic lives, and help us bydbei
stant prayers to be the living sign of your saving power.°

And | thought,Yes.

In reading the lives of the saints, | also discovered théd | co
easily recognize myself, or at least parts of myself, stotines:

"Is was the aspect of their lives that | most appreciateg htue
struggled with the same human foibles that everyone doesmgn
this, in turn, encouraged me to pray to them for help during par
ticular times and for particular needs. | knew that "omas dviert
had struggled greatly with pride and egotism, so wheniogrtiat
same | would pray for his intercession. When sick | woultb pray
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"&r*se of Lisieux; she understood what it was to battletgedirpl
boredom during an iliness. For courage, | prayed to Joa@n [ebrAr
compassion, to Aloysius Gonzaga. For a better sense ohduamor a
appreciation of the absurdities of life, to Pope John XXIII.

Quite by surprise, then, | went from someone embarrassed by my
a#tection for the saints to someone who counted it as ongg$ the
of my life. Even after the novitiate, as my Jesuit training continued, |
read about the saints and took special pleasure in megtongse
You can never have too many friends.

Now | ®nd myself introducing others to favorite saintsileatd, |
wise, being introduced. It's funnybthe way you discovev aaiat
is often similar to the way in which you meet a new friendeMayb
you hear an admiring comment about someone andltdifike to
get to know that persarch as when | started reading about English
Catholic history and knew that | wanted to meet "omas More.
Perhaps you're introduced to a person by someone else w$o kno
you'll enjoy that person's company, just as that noviaducgibme
to "&r*se. Or perhaps you run across someone, totally bgrdccid
during your day-to-day life. It wasnt until my philosoplnyiess as
a Jesuit that | read St. Augusti@esfessioand fell in love with his
writings and his way of speaking of God.

"at's what this book is: a personal introduction to some of my
favorite saints, holy persons, and companions. (Teghaiésdint®
is someone who has been canonized, or o$cially recogrized by
church as a person who has lived a holy life, enjoys lifeemaita
God, and is worthy of public veneration by the faithful.j hee
past few years, whenever I've felt particularly close tol'aeapent
some time writing down what drew me to him or her. Some of these
essays re ect a devotion based on the public actions dmdwue!|
writings of a saint; others are rooted in a more personakestpa
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hidden part of a saint's lifeba small, almost unnoticed pidus
or her story that has a#ected me in a deep way.

"iIs memoir is organized chronologically, so that the sarets
introduced more or less in the sequence in which | ®rstteresbun
them. In this way, | hope that you might be able to followdbegsis
of my own spiritual journey as you read about their lives sBigfle
chapter may range over years and even decades. For eRashple, |
met St. Bernadette when | was a Jesuit novice, but it wastme
®fteen years later that | made a pilgrimage to Lourded, caineee
to know her story more intimately.

"ese re ections are not meant to be exhaustive, scholagly bi
raphies of the lives of these spiritual heroes and hensitessl,
they are meditations on the way that one Christian relabesdo
holy persons: how | came to know them, what inspires mehairout t
stories, and what they've meant to me in my own life.

At the beginning of this essay, | said that | wasn't sure avima |
to my a$nity to St. Jude. But as | think about it, | know it wag Go
who did so. God works in some very weird ways, and moving a boy
to begin a life of devotion to the saints through a magaznisad
ment is just one of them. Yet grace is grace, and when | kookebac
my life, | give thanks that I've met so many wonderful sawmisD
pray for me, o#er me comfort, give me examples of diggi@adhi
help me along the way.

All of this, | like to think, is thanks to St. Jude. For aléthears
stuck inside the sock drawer, he prayed for a boy who didnt ev
know that he was being prayed for.
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