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Foreword

Many of us have faced the fear, uncertainty, vulnera-
bility, loss of control, and pain that come with illness 
and surgery. While we may not have recognized it 
or admitted it beforehand, most of us had told our-
selves for years that we were in charge of our lives 
and quite capable of fearlessly confronting whatever 
would come our way—and that we were supposed 
to live that way as adults.

However, life and its unexpected turns have a 
way of changing perspective on our many assump-
tions. Illness not only brings physical suffering, it 
also causes us to change attitudinally, spiritually, 
and emotionally. Moreover, illness challenges us 
to seek and expect in earnest the kind of healing 
of body, attitude, soul, and emotion that God pro-
vides for us. The roads to healing are as varied as 
our histories and personalities, and God is eager to 
accompany us personally along the way. One of the 
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first lessons God wants to teach us is that we are not 
alone and we shouldn’t try to make it alone. God 
walks within and beside us, as do the many friends 
he sends to help us.

Fr. Pat Ritter’s inviting book, Profound Peace: 

Facing Illness with Faith, is a gentle, sure, and wise 
guide along healing’s path. In these pages, you’ll 
soon see how his experience of multiple serious 
surgeries and complications opened him to God’s 
love and healing in powerful, life-changing ways. 
In the midst of the challenges that life unexpectedly 
gave him, he found peace, courage, and even deeper 
faith. Active and creative as a busy pastor for many 
years, he let God teach him vital lessons through ill-
ness and surgery: to let go of control, trust in God’s 
love, have confidence in the medical professionals 
caring for him, keep a positive attitude, learn to be 
vulnerable, rely on the loving help of family and 
friends, be open to surprises and the humor in each 
situation, stay close to God’s word and sacraments of 
the Church, and grow even closer to Jesus in prayer.

Fr. Ritter discovered the foundation of prayer 
that had been part of his life for years not only 
brought stability and hope during his trials, it grew 
even stronger through those trials. In addition, his 
closeness to Jesus became even more palpable and 
life-sustaining.
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Several years ago, Pope Francis said, “Fear is 
not a good counselor; he gives you bad advice.” 
But, as Fr. Ritter puts it, “Fear does not have the last 
word. God does.” Fear paralyzes, but God gives us 
the strength to put one foot in front of the other all 
the way to healing.

If you or a loved one have faced the unsettled-
ness and disorientation of illness, this book will 
help you walk with God along a path that will bring 
you peace.

	 His peace,
	 Archbishop J. Peter Sartain, DD, STL
	 Archdiocese of Seattle
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Introduction

After answering God’s call and enjoying the high 
energy and full life of serving as a priest in the 
Archdiocese of Seattle for more than forty years, 
everything suddenly changed for me.

The life I knew was turned upside down when 
I faced a series of five separate surgeries on my left 
hip, a life-threatening infection, and back surgery.

I was blessed to have some of the country’s best 
doctors and medical care, a close and personal rela-
tionship with Jesus, and the support of family and 
my parish community. With their gifts and God’s 
grace, I’m thankful to be here to share my story of 
experiencing a profound peace in the middle of a 
personal health crisis.

Are you facing health challenges today? My 
wish is that this book will help give you the assur-
ance—deep in your heart—that you’re not alone 
when facing the pain, suffering, and challenges 
involved in whatever your health crisis may be. God 
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is with you on your journey. I believe that great hope 
from God will see you through to the other side of 
any health challenge. 

If you spend much time with me, you’ll find 
that I’m a storyteller at heart and love to share a 
good laugh.

One of my favorite stories involves an old Irish 
pastor who was just finishing a nuptial Mass for a 
young couple. Just before they kissed, he decided to 
give a short sermon. “Stop! You think you’re going 
to live like Prince Charming and Cinderella. Well, 
let me tell you, you’re not!”

And then he went on to describe so many things 
that can happen in a marriage, like losing a job or 
having to move. You may get sick yourself, but you 
can’t stay in bed because the children need you. The 
children will get measles or chicken pox. 

I wondered why he was telling them all this 
when they were so starry-eyed and just starting out, 
having just pledged to love one another “in good 
times and in bad, in sickness and in health.” But I 
will never forget what he said next. 

“Yes, you’re going to have problems like every-
one else. But it’s how you choose to deal with your 
problems in life that will make all the difference! 
Now kiss and get out of here!”

And so it is with my experience of facing sur-
gery and illness with faith. You have to face and deal 
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with your difficulties when they arise, knowing that 
God is with you and suffers right along with you 
through your journey.

I hope this book will help you along the way and 
lead you to the beautiful experience of a profound 
peace. 

I’ll be praying for you.
	 God bless, 
	 Fr. Pat

If you have specific prayer intentions you’d like  
to send to Fr. Pat, please e-mail his team at  
PrayerRequestsFrPat@outlook.com and Fr. Pat  
will be happy to include your requests in his 
prayers.
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Chapter One

Life Can Quickly Take a 
Shocking Turn

Even though I walk through the valley of the  

shadow of death, I will fear no evil,  

for you are with me.

PSALM 23:4

At sixty-four, I was running a vibrant parish in a 
high-growth area of suburban Seattle and had my fu-
ture planned. I would retire in about three years and 
spend part of my time living in sunny Palm Desert, 
CA. I had worked with the people of the parish and 
finished a major building project that would serve 
generations of families to come. My condo was just 
about paid off. Everything was on track, and I was 
feeling great. 

Then one day I began to drag my left leg. I 
thought perhaps I had sprained it at the gym the day 
before. But over the next ten days it got worse, to the 

Liguori Publications • © 2018 All rights reserved. 
Liguori.org • 800-325-9521



16

point that some friends took me to the emergency 
unit. I couldn’t walk at all. The doctor wasn’t sure 
what it was. Fortunately I had a priest friend who 
could cover the three weekend Masses for me. It 
was just before Thanksgiving, and people brought 
me so much turkey, I thought I was going to sprout 
feathers!

The next week I was taken to a specialist at the 
hospital who took x-rays of my left hip. “You have 
no cartilage left in your hip,” he said. “Someday you 
probably will need surgery.”

“I can’t have this problem,” I replied. “I’m only 
sixty-four!” Yet I failed to recall that my mother had 
hip surgery when she was sixty-two. 

After discussing options with my physician, I 
decided on a cortisone injection to alleviate the pain 
so I could offer Christmas Masses at my parish. Un-
der fluoroscopy by the interventional radiologist, I 
received the injection, and then my left leg starting 
trembling and raised up toward the ceiling. I asked 
the nurse, “What’s it doing?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve never seen that 
happen.”

In a minute it settled down, but then it really 
began to hurt. I had worked with a trainer at the gym 
for five years. During that time, apparently the mus-
cles in the left leg had all pulled to the right trying 
to protect the hip. Now that they were relaxing they 
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didn’t know how to cooperate with each other. All 
the muscles in the leg hurt. The pain was so intense, 
I called the doctor and asked if he had time in the 
next few days to perform surgery! We arranged for 
surgery in four days. My only personal experience 
with surgery was fifty-nine years earlier, when I had 
my tonsils removed as a kindergartner.

I was concerned about my parochial responsi-
bilities, but fortunately I had secured excellent staff 
members who were more than capable of handling 
all that was involved in running our lively parish and 
school. I felt matters would be in good hands, but 
little did I know how my life would change.

My doctors told me that the greatest fear is the 
fear of the unknown. Isn’t that the truth? I knew I 
needed God’s help to get me through this. I received 
the anointing of the sick and felt an overwhelming 
sense of support and love as the parish and school 
staff gathered to pray for me. I would soon discover 
that my journey through surgery and illness had 
only just begun. What I did know was that I had the 
undeniable sense that God was with me, by my side.
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Prayer
(while lighting a candle or vigil light) 
God our Savior, allow me to follow your holy light 
and to trust that you are leading me along your path. 
Enlighten my tough decisions and burn away from me 
any resistance to your will.

R eminder
Life doesn’t always follow the path you have set for 
yourself.

Reflection
Reflect on the shock of a time when your life may have 
been turned upside down. Where did you see glimmers 
of God’s light illuminating your darkness, leading you 
along the way?
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