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Preface

The Origin of
Holy Homework

Iowe a huge debt of gratitude to the woman who accosted me after
a Sunday Mass in 2007. I did not know her name then and I still
don’t know her today. Here’s what happened. On the Friday prior to
the Sunday in question my college students had been grilling me about
what they should study for the upcoming exams. I remember assigning
several items of homework and assuring them that if they reviewed and
prepared well they were likely to receive a good grade. Two days later as
I was nearing the end of my homily I still had that college homework
assignment fresh in my mind, and suddenly I heard myself adding a
twist to my pulpit talk. I blurted out, “for HOMEWORK...” and then
added a small task for the congregation to do which reinforced the point
of my message.

As was my custom, I stood at the back of church as the folks were
leaving and noticed one middle-aged woman hanging back as if
deliberately waiting to speak with me. I was correct. When all the other
worshippers had gone, she was still standing there with an obviously
stern look on her face. As I offered her my hand and a friendly smile she
asked if I had ever heard of branding. I shook my head no. Branding, she
explained, is a marketing technique which helps people identify products
easily and immediately.

She offered the example of Campbell’s soups, which all shoppers can
recognize the moment they enter the canned-goods aisle of any food
store. I remained silent, nodded my head to indicate that I understood



the concept but kept wondering why she was lecturing me about market-
ing strategies. Then she got to the point. She said adding homework to
the end of my talk was poor branding. She claimed everyone has a nega-
tive reaction to “homework” and that I should never have used that word,
especially in the context of a church sermon.

I thanked her for her point of view, which felt more like a dressing-
down, and she turned on her heel and marched away without so much as
an “if, and, or by your leave.”

For the next five days I replayed her scolding over and over in my head.
'Then as I was putting the finishing touches on my homily for the subse-
quent weekend, I was suddenly struck with a happy compromise and pos-
sibly innovative twist to the chapter on branding in textbooks for the future.

'The next Sunday at the end of my homily I paused for a moment and
announced, “for HOLY homework...” then added a new task for the
congregation to perform which would underscore the point of the Bible
readings. Needless to say, I have attached holy homework assignments to
all my homilies ever since.

In a nutshell, that is when and how Holy Homework was born. And
although I have never read a volume on marketing, I heartily thank this
courageous woman, whoever she is, for sparking a brand name that may
fit alongside soups for those souls who don’t mind taking home some ad-
ditional nourishment after Sunday Mass.

Gratefully,
Fr. Bob Pagliari, C.Ss.R, Ph.D.

P. S.: For those who read this preface, and if you wouldn’t mind an extra
smidgen of “holy homework,” please offer up a prayer on behalf of this
angelic woman. I'll never forget whatshername, and I can’t thank her

enough for the branding she inspired.
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Lord,
help us resolve to be happier

and holier people this year!
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hree years ago, I was invited to a seminar that addressed issues

related to the pastoral care of the sick. Although this educational
update was intended primarily for hospital chaplains, all the members
of the clergy were welcome, so I was happy to attend. Among the many
informational items presented was a Harris poll that examined patients’
attitude toward prayer. Our seminary training, of course, had prepared
us for the fact that people who are ill expect to pray when a church
member visits them. But what we discovered from the study was that
most hospitalized patients would also welcome the opportunity to pray
with their physicians, especially if they’re scheduled for a surgical pro-
cedure.

I left the seminar wondering whether doctors, who appear to be more
concentrated on physical healing than on metaphysical miracles, would be
open to this idea. Then, just two weeks ago, I discovered a nationwide in-
vestigation of physicians that indicates how very open they would be to the
idea. This survey, conducted by the Jewish Theological Seminary in New
York City, reported that 74 percent of American doctors believe in miracles.

'This finding is especially interesting since a separate national inquiry
conducted by Newsweek found only 72 percent of the general public be-
lieved that people who face death in accidents could be saved by a mir-
acle. Could it be that our health professionals have a stronger faith than
some of their ailing clients?

When we think about New Year’s resolutions, miracles rarely come to
mind. The majority of Americans are content to make simple promises
like exercising more or spending less time at the office. And that’s what
this month’s resolutions should be: simple, straightforward, doable goals,
not grandiose, superhuman aspirations. But then again, if every person
in the world made this simple resolve: to treat those around them, those
closest to them, with a little more kindness, a little more compassion,
and a little more love, the global result would be more astounding than
any medical miracle we could imagine.

Wishing you and yours a blessed new year filled with daily, simple

miracles.
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HOLY HOMEWORK

Once each week during the next four weeks, let’s select a health-care
professional—a doctor, nurse, dentist, pharmacist, etc.—and send an
anonymous nhote to his or her office. This can be a brief, old-fashioned
thank-you card with the promise of a prayer. No signature, no return
address, just an out-of-the-blue, totally unexpected token of appre-
ciation and Christian support to make that professional’s day a little
brighter. We may discover that miraculous resolutions can begin with
us.

12
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hen we hear the word fo¢ in connection with the new year, what
leaps to mind immediately? Is it trying to remember where we
left our mobile phone after calling all those fellow revelers at the stroke of
midnight? Is it trying to forget that yet another 365 days has sped past us
in the blink of an eye? Is it trying to recall the inventory of resolutions we
swore we would be faithful to last year, if only we could find that laundry
list?
'The phrase “New Year’s FOG” does not refer to hangovers, aging, or
regrets. However, it does relate to resolutions—but only three of them.
These resolutions are:
Forgiveness
Optimism
Gratitude, or “FOG” for short. So why should these virtues be among
our top picks for New Year’s resolutions?

1) There are only three items here, and in terms of resolutions, less is
more. Research assures us that the fewer promises we pledge for the
New Year, the more likely we will be to follow through on them.

2) These three items are good for other people. Some virtues are directed
inward, like faith and hope, for example. But the nature of these three
behaviors is outgoing rather than self-focused. We tell others we are
sorry. We are upbeat when we are around others. We say “thank you”
to others.

3) These three items are good for us too. Although science and religion
rarely seem to join forces nowadays, the medical community has
indicated that these three character traits in particular are especially
healthy for us.

Besides the many psychological benefits that come from being forgiv-
ing, positive and grateful, there are physiological pluses as well. Appar-
ently those who practice the FOG oaths also benefit from a reduction
in blood pressure, an increase in daily energy reserves, and an improved
immune system. Not to mention the many spiritual profits for the soul!

14



HOLY HOMEWORK

Put aside the extensive number of resolutions that you were deter-
mined to begin this year. Instead, post the word FOG in three loca-
tions—at the top of the bathroom mirror, near the handle of the refrig-
erator door, and dangling from the rearview mirror in your car. Then
get ready to enjoy a happier, healthier, and holier New Year.
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