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Ecclesiastes 3:1-11; Hebrews 13:1-6,8; Luke 24:13-16,28-35

 When Mom moved into assisted living and we had to clear her apartment, the only thing I 
wanted was her recipe box. For me, Mom’s recipe box captured the essence of who she was. 

 Mom was a great cook. She read cookbooks like they were novels, paging through them from 
beginning to end. And when she finished, she just started cooking. 

 She ruled the kitchen. When Dad retired and took an interest in helping out, he bought her all 
kinds of cooking gadgets. Once, when they were working in the kitchen on a small food 
processor he’d given her, I heard my father say, “No, Dee. Not like that, Dee. Just a minute, Dee. 
Dee.” Until my mother’s hand slammed the counter top: “For forty years I’ve been cooking for 
you without any help,” she said. “Now you’re an expert?  Get the hell out of my kitchen!” 

 If you asked my sisters or brother or me about our fondest memories as a family, my guess is 
that they’d have something to do with food. The Italian feast of seven fishes Mom would prepare 
every Christmas Eve. Dad renewing their marriage contract each Thanksgiving, because his only 
requirement for a wife, he’d say, was that she be able to roast a turkey. 

Somehow, someway, if it involved Mom, food was almost certainly a part of it. 

 Food is much more than consuming nourishment: food is about hospitality. And hospitality is 
much more than entertaining guests: hospitality is about love and care. 

 Jesus’ ministry was full of sharing meals with others, so much so, that his critics accused him 
of being a glutton and a drunkard. But Jesus’ whole ministry centered around teaching us about 
God’s love and care for us. And how better to teach that than to share a meal with others? 

 Hospitality is at the center of today’s gospel reading. It’s Easter Sunday, but the disciples do 
not know that Jesus has risen from the dead. They’re walking to a village called Emmaus, and 
Jesus joins them in their conversation – but they don’t recognize him. No matter how much he 
talks, no matter how much he explains the scriptures, they just don’t recognize him. 

 Only when they reach their destination and invite Jesus to stay with them do things change. 
They sit down for a meal; Jesus takes the bread, says the blessing, breaks the bread, and gives it 
to them. “With that,” St. Luke tells us, “their eyes were opened, and they recognized him.” Once 
they offered Jesus hospitality, they could recognize him. 

 Because hospitality is essentially about opening our hearts to others, about inviting them in 
and sharing our love and care for them. 

 The Letter to the Hebrews tells us that we must always share our mutual love for one another, 
that we should be mindful of those who are ill-treated, and that we should be content with what 
we have, so as not to deprive others of what they need. In sum, the Letter concludes: “Do not 
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neglect hospitality, for through it some have unknowingly entertained angels.” In fact, some have 
unknowingly entertained Jesus himself. 

 My sisters and brother and I grew up in a traditional Italian family: Dad earned the money 
and thought he was the boss, while Mom ran the household. When the two of them visited me at 
college, Mom would slip me a twenty, and, as they were leaving, she’d say to my father, “Well, 
Andy, aren’t you going to give him anything?” So, Dad opened his wallet and handed me 
another twenty. 

 She was generous and ready to help out. I remember our living room strewn with boxes of 
girl scout cookies, because she helped my sisters and the other girls fill their quota. In her years 
at Waverly, she and my sisters spent hours knitting together: Marian and Barb knitting their own 
projects, and Mom knitting hundreds – literally hundreds – of squares that were later sewn into 
afghans for the needy. 

 She was kind, content, and pleasant; and she had a sense of humor. Once at Waverly, she was 
reading a flier to me: “If you or someone you know has dementia, come to an information 
session . . . .” She put the flier down and said, “Hmm. I don’t know anyone with dementia.  Well, 
except for me, of course.  I keep forgetting that.” And then she just grinned. 

 She was always grateful – even to the end. She was grateful, as are my siblings and I, for the 
care she received from the staff at Waverly and for the folks who came in for hospice care. She 
was grateful for our visits, and our outings, and even our playing Frank Sinatra in her final days, 
with her tapping her foot to the beat and singing the words. 

 And she had great faith. Growing up, she made sure we all learned our prayers and our 
catechism. Down the shore, she’d walk to church each day for Mass. At Waverly, she was part of 
the rosary group, and, even after she forgot most everything else, she never forgot how to say the 
Our Father or grace before meals. (She also never forgot that A.J. was the naughty one of the 
bunch.) 

 She never put much stock in the Italian lore that the mother of a priest went straight to 
heaven. “I’m not taking blame for your sins,” she’d tell me, “so, I can’t take credit for your 
decision to become a priest.” (Although she did take the 10% discount she got at the St. Jude 
Religious Goods Store for being the mother of a priest.) 

 Through it all, sharing mutual love, mindful of those ill-treated, and content with what she 
had, Mom offered a hospitality that brought people together. And, in it, she not only entertained 
us . . . she entertained Jesus himself. 

 The Book of Ecclesiastes tells us there is a time for everything. A time to plant and a time to 
reap; a time to laugh and a time to cry; a time to be born and a time to die. The passage is a 
lament: the author believes that we move from one thing to another in life – a time for this and a 
time for that – without ever encountering anything new under the sun. 

 And yet, the writer ultimately discovers that God has placed a bit of the timeless into our 
hearts. A little piece of eternity; a bit of God’s very self. So that, as we move about, from 
beginning to end, we have the opportunity to discover the work God is accomplishing through 
us. 

 In some sense, Mom’s life among us was a journey into the timeless. As her dementia 
progressed, the time and order of events began to blur: yesterday meant less and less, as 
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tomorrow became harder to fathom; names and faces and memories merged into a present that 
was indeed timeless. 

 And while it may have seemed like she was leaving us little by little, perhaps, in some way, 
she was actually becoming even more present to us. With everything else stripped away, all that 
remained was her true self. Long after she’d stopped cooking – and even eating – she presented 
us and God with who she was at heart: a woman of faith and love, gratitude and hospitality. 

 It seemed so unfair that, once the disciples at Emmaus finally recognized Jesus in the 
breaking of the bread, he vanished from them. How much happier they could have been had he 
stayed among them. How much more he could have taught them about love and care and 
hospitality. 

 And, yet, the story doesn’t say Jesus vanished from them altogether: it says he vanished from 
their sight. Having recognized Jesus through the hospitality they shared, they no longer needed to 
see him with their eyes, because they could now know him with their hearts. They discovered the 
timeless that God put there from the very beginning. 

 In her final days among us, Mom told the staff that she had seen her mother, and she told 
Marian that she was ready to go home. For us, she was slipping away. But, for her and for God, 
she was getting ready for that great banquet in heaven, the time she would be entertaining the 
angels themselves. She was concluding her journey into the timeless that God had placed into 
her heart. 

 And she left us still able to pray and still able to sing Frank Sinatra. Not too shabby. 

 I now have Mom’s recipe box: it’s the only thing I really wanted. I typed up her recipes and 
gave them to the family, so that we could all share Mom’s hospitality with others. And I hope 
that, each time we make something from that box, we’ll see the recipe with our eyes, and we’ll 
relive Mom’s hospitality in our hearts.  

 Because, in the end, hospitality opens us to heaven itself – to union with one another and 
union with God. 

 So, do not neglect hospitality, for through it some have unknowingly entertained angels – and 
even Jesus himself. 

 Rest in peace, Mom. 


