
 3 0  |  PA R A B L E  |  J U LY/A U G U S T 2 6  |  C AT H O L I C N H . O R G

 7  D A Y S  A  P A S T O R :  R E F L E C T I O N S  F R O M  F A T H E R  A N D R E W  N E L S O N
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If you had asked me before I was a priest what life in a parish 

office was like, I would have said it was quiet and every day 
was pretty much the same. 

I would have said with a false surety 
that Sundays were the really busy day in 
the parish, and the rest of the week was 
left to organizing the bulletin, answering 
the occasional phone call and, of course, 
preparing the Sunday homily amidst the 
quiet of it all. 

What I would not have known is that 
parish offices are a constant beehive of 
activity — a cross between well-oiled 
machines and the chaos of an emergency 
room — where sudden and unexpected 
turns are around every corner. 

On some days, it feels more like the hit 
television series The Pitt than the quiet 
stillness of the church it serves.

It was one of those chaotic afternoons, 
somewhere between Masses at one of our 
three churches, several emergency calls to 
the area hospital and a morning Mass at 
the high school, that one of our volunteer 
receptionists asked me a simple question 
that would change the course of that day.

She said, “Father Andrew, the homeless 
woman who stops in each day said 
something is not right in the truck behind 
the church.”

The woman who raised the concern was a 
homeless woman with severe mental illness 
who considered our office and staff a safe 
refuge from life’s cruelties. Her condition 
was such that she often struggled with 
paranoia and delusions, something that 
occasionally played itself out in the parish 
office when she would become agitated and 
suffer from an episode. 

In all honesty, when she first raised 
the concern, there was a part of me that 
wondered if perhaps this was one of those 
moments. This visit was different, though. 
She was concerned and so were we.

Looking out the window, I could see 
the truck she mentioned, and I seemed 
to recall it being there when I opened up 
earlier that morning. 

In truth, church parking lots are common 
places for people to stop and sit, leave cars 
for the day and even learn how to drive.

Standing in the office, with one of our 
seminarians at my side, I finally said, “Well, 
it looks like we should go check it out.”

To which the volunteer receptionist 
replied, “Yeah Father, I was going to check it 
out, but she was very scared, so I was about 
to call you. Honestly, I was too afraid to go 
over there myself.”

Walking across the parking lot, I strained 

to see what was going on, but I could see 
nothing. I tried as best I could to reassure 
the seminarian, and perhaps reassure 
myself, that it probably was nothing at all.

As we got closer, I could see someone 
inside, an older gentleman whom I did not 
recognize. He was seated upright with his 
eyes closed.

Not wanting to startle him, I gently 
knocked on the window.

No response.
I knocked again.
Nothing.
I began rocking the truck, hoping the 

motion would rouse him from his sleep.
But there would be no rousing that day.
I turned to the seminarian and said 

quietly, “We must pray for him. He is dead.”
The seminarian looked back and asked, 

“How do you know?”
I replied, “When I shook the truck and his 

body moved, it was stiff. It is too late, there 
is nothing we can do.”

I pulled out my phone and called the 
police and waited in a quiet vigil for their 
arrival. The homeless woman was right. 
Something was indeed off.

After the police arrived, they began 
their investigation and we returned to the 
office, shaken from it all, the seminarian 
especially so, as it was the first time he had 
seen a dead body outside of a funeral. It is 
hard to unsee such things.

Later that night at Mass, the truck was 
still there, the gentleman long since taken 
away. Somehow, things seemed unfinished. 
His truck sat there exactly as it had earlier 
that day, only now everything had changed, 
and I could not shake the thought that he 
had died alone.

When Mass ended, I invited the 
congregation to join me outside his truck 
to pray.

One by one, nearly 50 of us filed outside. 
We prayed, sang hymns and placed a glass 
candle on the footbed of his truck — a 
memorial for our unknown brother.

It was not the ending to the day I 
had expected, but somehow it seemed 
appropriate.

Our brother may have been alone in his 
passing, but he was not alone in death.

One by one, each of us had accompanied 
him in some small way — the homeless 
woman who sought help, the volunteer 
receptionist, a seminarian, 50 parishioners 
and a priest, all walking with our unknown 
brother on his final journey home. 

Father Andrew 
Nelson is the pastor 
of St. Ignatius of 
Loyola Parish in 
Somersworth and 
St. Mary Parish 
in Rollinsford.
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