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When President Ferdinand Marcos of the Philippines declared Martial Law in 1971, one of his political nemesis was held prisoner by the military government.  This young senator named Ninoy Aquino was tortured and was subjected to long hours in solitary confinement.  After six years and with health failing, he was allowed to go the States for treatment.  An interviewer asked him if he was bitter about his suffering and the loss of six years of his life.

He surprised her, saying, “I don’t regard those six years as lost.  I took advantage of them to strengthen my character and to deepen my relationship with God.”  

He went back to the Philippines when he felt that he was well enough. In the plane he was interviewed and he said his famous lines “Philippines is worth dying for.” Right after the plane landed, he was assassinated on the tarmac.

Senator Aquino’s courage to return to his beloved Philippines illustrates beautifully what Paul talks about in today’s second reading. 
He writes:
“What will separate us from the love of Christ?  Will anguish, or distress, or persecution … or peril?”  Then Paul answers his own question, saying: “Neither death … nor powers … nor any other creature will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

Paul’s point is clear.  There is no prison in the world so strong that God’s love cannot penetrate it.  There is no tragedy in life so great that God’s love cannot transform it into something good.  There is no trial in the world that is so crushing that God’s love cannot use it to make us into better persons.

As a matter of fact, the reverse is more often true.  God uses tragedies and trials in our live to prepare us to do things that we would never otherwise be able to do.

Our heavenly Father never takes something away from us unless he intends to give us something better in return.  He never ceases something in our lives unless he intends to write something more beautiful in its place.

A famous maker of violins once said that the best wood for violins comes from the north side of the tree.  The reason is that the wood on that side has been seasoned by the cold north wind.  And that seasoning gives it a special sound that no other wood can duplicate.

The same is true of human being.  Some of the most beautiful music in our world has come from people who have been seasoned by suffering, by tragedies, and by trials.

For example, Handel wrote his famous “Hallelujah Chorus” when was poverty-stricken and suffering from a paralyzed right side and right arm.

Beethoven was the son of an alcoholic father.  He also lost his hearing at the age 28.  And when he conducted the first performance of his 9th Symphony, he couldn’t hear the music as it was played.  Nor could he hear the thunderous applause that followed the performance.

Or consider the great French painter Millet.  At the time he was painting his Angelus, he wrote, “We have only enough fuel for a few days.  And they won’t give us any more unless we can scrape together the money.”

Yet from the hands so cold that they could hardly hold the brush came one of the world’ greatest paintings.

There is a moving scene toward the end of the movie Little Big Man.  An elderly Indian, named Old Lodgekins, has lost his bodily health and his eyesight.  And as he prepares for death, he prays to God in words something like this: 
“Lord God, I thank you for having made me a human being.  I thank you for giving me life and for giving me eyes to see and enjoy the world.  But most of all, Lord, I thank you for my sickness and my blindness, because I have learned more from these than from my health and my sight.”

This brings us back to our opening story of the assassinated young senator.  He was able to grow in his relationship to God and as a person, in spite of an awful situation.  He could do this because he chose to open his heart to God and to accept whatever God gave him.  

And he did this without growing bitter, without feeling sorry for himself, or without complaining.

If God is to use the trials and tragedies of our lives to help us grow in our relationship with him and as person, we must do what the senator did.  We must open our hearts totally to God.

We must do what the Apostles did in today’s gospel we must give Jesus our fives loaves and two fish and let him do with them whatever he will.  

And if we do this, we can be sure of one thing.  He will multiply them beyond anything we ever imagined possible.

The important thing is the open heart.  The important thing is the trusting heart.  The important thing is the believing heart.  The important thing is the loving heart.
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