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As a priest, these readings make me uncomfortable. First, he have the prophet Malachi, speaking 
about selfish and dishonest priests. Then Jesus offers strong words about the religious authorities of his 
time—calling out their preoccupation with comfort and seeking attention and ways to elevate themselves. 
And it can all make us think, “yuck” about church people, and “yuck” about the institutional church and its 
guiding laws—in light of that, I want to tell you about two beautiful examples of official church-folk, whose 
feast days we just celebrated. 

 
The first of these was born in 1538 in the northern part of what we today call Italy. It was in the 

thick of the Protestant Reformation, in the time of the big-name reformers: John Calvin (D. 1564), Martin 
Luther (D. 1546), and Ulrich Zwingli (D. 1531). He had access to everything. He was born into a family of 
great wealth and influence, his mother, a member of the Medici family. But even at a young age, he 
already had the practice of giving to the poor.  

We know him as St. Charles Borromeo. He earned a doctorate in both civil and canon law, and soon 
after, his uncle was elected pope (1559), taking the name Pius IV. At age 22 and still a layperson, Charles 
served four years as a part of his curia (advisory court), and put his gifts to use, serving as administrator 
for the Archdiocese of Milan, the largest diocese in Italy at that time, and playing a key part in the 
discussions and declarations that came from the Council of Trent.  
  

Soon after the council’s end, he heard God’s call to holy orders. At age 25 he was ordained a priest 
(1563) and soon after, in the Sistine Chapel, he was consecrated a bishop, receiving his appointment to 
serve as Archbishop of Milan.  

Charles, or more correctly, Archbishop Borromeo saw many problems in his diocese: the laity were 
uneducated in the faith, the clergy were undisciplined, lazy and in some cases scandalous. Archbishop 
Borromeo went to work reforming the local church and establishing institutions and standards for 
education: both for clergy, but also the laity, including the youth. He did away with the practices in which 
wealthy people were paying for fancy tombs in the most sacred parts of the church buildings, adorning 
them with ornamentation and beauty that was neither for or about God. Like the hypocrites Jesus 
admonished in today’s Gospel, it was false, mere outward show. And in anyway that his reforms upset 
those who were comfortable, Archbishop Borromeo knew that he had to be the example for all, so he gave 
most of his personal income to charity.  

In his thirteenth year as archbishop of Milan (1576), two crises emerged. First, a crop failure, which 
meant a tremendous food shortage. But then an outbreak of the plague. Archbishop Borromeo worked to 
feed more than 60,000 people daily, borrowing money where he could—debt that would remain for years. 
When so many civil officials were fleeing because of the plague, he stayed in the city and ministered to the 
sick and dying. He died at age 46 (1584) and the anniversary of his death was Saturday. 
  

About five years before his death, in what we today know as Lima, Peru, a child was born. And 
where Charles Borromeo was born with a silver spoon in his mouth, this child had everything working 
against him. He was what would have been called an illegitimate child, born to a dark-skinned native 
woman. The father, a Spanish nobleman had disowned the child. The boy grew up in poverty, and when his 
mother could no longer support him, he sought training so that he could work. 

We know him as St. Martin de Porres. He was allowed to serve as a volunteer at the local Dominican 
priory, and eventually to make formal religious vows, but there were some Dominicans who did not believe 
that this “dark-skinned dog” was worthy of a Dominican habit. Martin ignored their disdain and simply went 
about the Lord’s business. For the remaining 25 years of his life, Brother Martin worked in the infirmary and 
spent every ounce of his energy caring for the sick, the dying, the starving, and those everyone else had 
forgotten. He broke the rules, bringing the sick into the priory beds, so that he could care for them. When 
the Dominicans had no money to feed the hungry, Martin went and begged for money for more. Brother 
Martin died at age 59 (1639), and the anniversary of his death was Friday. The Mother Teresa of his time, 
he was the very picture of humility, simplicity, and the love of Jesus. 
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With Jesus’ words today, “Whoever exalts himself will be humbled; but whoever humbles himself 
will be exalted”, we hold dear these beautiful and very contrasting examples from our Christian tradition: 
one, who had everything going for him, and would go on to serve Jesus’ Church as a bishop. The other 
who had nothing, and still managed to serve Jesus’ Church as a religious brother.  

 
The Church, and all its members are always in need of reform, of the Father’s gentle mercy, and of 

the Holy Spirit’s guidance, but let us never overlook that she is the structure given us by Jesus. He 
established it as a means of moving its members to holiness, and for advancing his mission. But more than 
just a structure, given to us by Jesus, he is alive in this structure, and is its core. He calls us to come be 
part of this Church with him, to unite ourselves with him, all so that like St. Charles and St. Martin, we 
might take him out to the world around us, so in need of him. 


