
Fisch–ing Lines   by Deacon Howard Fischer 

A long time ago I shared the following story by author Ron Lee Dunn, but I would like to expand my reflections on it given 
currents in today’s Church and culture. 
  

It is a story about two altar boys. One was born in 1892 in Croatia. The other was born just three years later in the small 
town of El Paso, Illinois. Though they lived very separate lives in very different parts of the world, these two altar boys had 
almost identical experiences. Each boy was assisting his parish priest at Mass. While handling the chalice, they both 

accidentally spilled wine on the carpet by the altar. Here is where the similarity in their respective stories ends. 
  

The priest in the Croatian church, seeing the purple stain, slapped the altar boy across the face and shouted, “Clumsy oaf! Leave 
the altar!” The boy reportedly never entered a church again and grew up to become an atheist and a communist. His name was 
Josip Tito and he became the brutal dictator of Yugoslavia for 37 years. 
  

The priest in Illinois, upon seeing the stain near the altar, knelt down beside the boy and looked him tenderly in the eyes and 
said, “It’s alright, son. You’ll do better next time. You’ll be a fine priest for God someday.” That young boy grew up to become the 
much-loved Bishop Fulton J. Sheen, whose cause for sainthood is being pursued. 
  

It certainly would be overly simplistic to say that the above experiences were the principal causes of the two very different paths 
taken by Josip Tito and Fulton Sheen. It would also be just as wrong to entirely dismiss the impact the words spoken by the 
respective priests had on these two young boys. How else would the stories have survived unless Tito and Sheen had recounted 
them later in life? 
  

It would be real easy for us to shake our heads in self-righteous disapproval of the priest who so severely disciplined Josip Tito 
for his mistake. But before we do, you and I should look ourselves in the mirror. How often do we blurt out in an instant words of 
anger, judgment or criticism that pierce someone’s heart? How often do we demonstrate patience and compassion when 
confronted with an exasperating event or another person’s failings?  
  

You and I have the power to exert tremendous influence on the lives of those around us with just a few words, our tone of voice, 
or even a facial expression. Too often, as individuals and as a Christian community, we drive people away from Christ and his 
Church because we deliver a message or impression that says we welcome only those who are completely aligned with the rules 
and practices we deem to be essential – which, of course, are never the rules we ourselves ignore. We use the Truth (or more 
accurately, our own understanding of it) as a weapon rather than seeing Truth as a journey of continual growth. We often put 
rules ahead of people and compassion. But it doesn’t take a close reading of the Gospels to see where Jesus comes down on 
this topic: people, mercy and compassion always come first; then you start moving towards a better grasp of Truth. And while 
rules are important guides for the journey, they are not the end-all and be-all. As individuals and as a Church, we need to 
embody the words of St. Augustine (later echoed by Pope Francis): “The church is not a hotel for saints, it is a hospital for 
sinners.”    
  

In our technological age, social media amplifies the reach and power of our words and their tone, both for good and for ill. I think 
all of us would benefit from greater adoption of the following old adage: “Before you speak, let your words pass through three 
gates: Is it true? Is it necessary? Is it kind?”  
  

May the stories of Josip Tito and Fulton Sheen help us to be more aware of the power we have to build up and to tear down 
other people, to build understanding or to stoke animosity. Hopefully our actions and words (including our social media posts) will 
resemble those of the priest who responded with compassion and mercy rather than the one who pronounced judgment. If you 
wish to contact me, please send an email to deaconhwf99@yahoo.com. 
  

 


