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Week One Homily: Don’t Leave a Mess — What Do I Want My Legacy to Be?
My brothers and sisters, I would like to begin today by asking you to imagine a situation that many families eventually find themselves facing.
Imagine that you are sitting in a hospital waiting room. Someone you love is seriously ill. Perhaps it is your mother or father, your husband or wife, a brother or sister. A doctor comes to speak with the family and explains that a decision has to be made, but your loved one is no longer able to express what he or she wants. The doctor begins asking questions. Who should make this decision? Have you ever talked about what your loved one would want? Did he ever put anything in writing? Did she ever speak with anyone about the kind of care she would want to receive?
And the family looks at one another.
Someone remembers one conversation. Someone else remembers another. One person is convinced that Mom would have wanted one thing, while another is equally certain she would have wanted something different. Everyone loves her. Everyone wants to do the right thing. But at a moment when the family is already frightened and grieving, they are also being asked to figure out what she would have wanted.
Many families know that experience in one form or another. Sometimes it happens in a hospital. Sometimes it happens when a parent can no longer manage his or her own affairs. Sometimes it comes after a death, when children begin trying to find important documents, understand financial matters, make funeral arrangements, or determine what their mother or father had intended.
These are difficult moments, and most of us would rather not think very much about them. Yet there is a reason for us, as Christians, to think about them before we are forced to do so. There is a way of approaching these questions that is deeply consistent with our Catholic faith, because at the heart of all of them is the question of stewardship.
For the next few weeks, our parish is going to be talking about something called “Don’t Leave a Mess.”
The name may make you smile a little, but the idea behind it is serious and simple. Someday, each one of us will leave things behind. We will leave possessions. We will leave responsibilities. We will leave decisions that have been made and, perhaps, some that have not. We will leave memories, traditions, relationships, and the influence that our lives have had on other people. And eventually, someone we love may have to sort through what we have left.
The question is whether we have thought carefully and prayerfully about what we want to leave behind.
Our Catholic faith gives us a good place to begin.
We know that our lives are gifts from God. Everything we have ultimately comes from Him. Our families, our abilities, our resources, our homes, our possessions, our time, and the opportunities we have been given are entrusted to our care for a time. We spend much of our lives learning how to be good stewards of those gifts. We work to provide for our families. We care for our children. We help aging parents. We support the Church. We serve people in need. We try to make responsible decisions about the things God has placed in our hands.
There comes a point when good stewardship also means thinking carefully about what will happen when we can no longer make some of those decisions ourselves, and eventually what will happen when our earthly lives come to an end.
Today, I simply want us to begin by reflecting. There are some fundamental questions that deserve our attention. What matters most to me? Who are the people God has entrusted to my care? What do I hope will happen to the things I have accumulated during my life? What would I want if I faced a serious medical situation and could not speak for myself? What do I hope my funeral will say about my faith? What kind of legacy do I hope to leave behind?
For most of us, our first thought is our family. We want to care for the people we love. A parent wants to know that his or her children will be cared for. A husband or wife wants to protect a spouse. Grandparents think about children and grandchildren. We spend decades doing these things in ordinary ways: working, saving, teaching, encouraging, sacrificing, praying for one another, and simply being present.
As we think about our legacy, we should ask ourselves what caring for those people means in the future as well.
Who depends upon me?
Who might need to be provided for?
Are there particular needs within my family that should be considered?
Are there people I especially want to help?
Are there responsibilities that I know will someday have to pass to someone else?
These questions are part of Christian stewardship because love is never simply a feeling. Love carries responsibility. When God places people in our lives, we are called to care for them as faithfully as we can.
The same is true when we think about medical care.
The Catholic Church has a rich understanding of the dignity of the human person, and that dignity does not depend upon our age, our health, our independence, or our ability to communicate. Every human life has dignity because every person is created by God, made in His image, and loved by Him.
That conviction should shape the way we approach medical decisions, especially when illness becomes serious. Our faith teaches us to value and protect human life. It also gives us wisdom for facing the limitations of medicine and the reality of our mortality. There can be complicated questions surrounding treatment and care, and those questions deserve thoughtful and prayerful consideration.
So we should reflect upon them.
If there came a day when I could no longer speak for myself, who would I want to speak for me?
What would I want that person to understand about my faith?
What matters to me when I think about medical treatment and care?
How do I want the dignity of my life, and the dignity of the natural process of dying, to be respected?
What would I want someone making those decisions to know about me?
We cannot predict every circumstance that may arise. None of us can know precisely what the future will hold. But we can begin thinking about the values and principles that we would want to guide those decisions. Before we can ever put those wishes into words or documents, we have to know what we ourselves believe and desire.
Our faith also invites us to think about the end of our earthly life in a way that is different from much of the culture around us. Christians do not have to pretend that death does not exist. We can acknowledge it because we also believe that death is not the end.
Every time we celebrate a funeral Mass, the Church places before us the mystery at the center of our faith: Jesus Christ died and rose again. We mourn because someone we love is no longer physically with us, but we mourn as people who have hope. We pray for the dead. We commend them to the mercy of God. We proclaim our belief in the resurrection of the body and the life of the world to come.
Because of that, it is worthwhile for each of us to think about our own funeral and what we would hope it would express.
If our Catholic faith has accompanied us throughout our lives—through Baptism, First Holy Communion, Confirmation, marriage and family life, Sunday Mass, confession, sickness, joy, and sorrow—then it is fitting that the Church also accompany us at the end of our earthly journey.
What would I want my Catholic funeral to be like?
Where would I hope to be buried?
Are there readings from Scripture that have particularly sustained my faith?
Are there prayers or traditions of the Church that are especially meaningful to me?
What do I hope my funeral will communicate to my children and grandchildren about what I believed?
When people gather to pray for me someday, what do I hope they will understand about my trust in Christ and my hope in the resurrection?
Those are worthwhile things to consider. A Catholic funeral is one of the final ways in which our lives can bear witness to our faith.
There are also practical matters that all of us accumulate during the course of a lifetime. We have financial accounts, insurance policies, property, retirement plans, personal possessions, family keepsakes, important papers, medical information, and countless other details that someone may someday need to understand.
Anyone who has settled the affairs of a parent or another loved one knows that seemingly small things can become very difficult when no one knows what someone intended.
Even something as simple as a family heirloom can become complicated. Perhaps there is a rosary that belonged to a grandmother, a piece of jewelry, a family Bible, photographs, a piece of furniture, or something else that carries a story with it. Often the financial value is not even the real issue. The object matters because of what it represents.
So it is worth asking ourselves: What do I own? What actually matters to me? What things carry particular meaning? What would I want to happen to them?
We may also discover that we have accumulated far more than we realize. Our lives become full of accounts, papers, belongings, digital information, financial responsibilities, and all sorts of things that make perfect sense to us because we deal with them every day. Someone else looking at all of it for the first time may see something very different.
That is one of the reasons the title “Don’t Leave a Mess” is so appropriate. The mess is not simply a stack of papers or a crowded attic. The mess can be uncertainty. It can be unanswered questions. It can be decisions that no one knew needed to be made. It can be a family trying to determine what someone they loved would have wanted.
Thoughtful preparation begins by recognizing what is there and asking ourselves what we hope will happen to it.
Our Catholic faith teaches us that material possessions are good when they are received with gratitude and used well, but they are never the final measure of a life. We came into this world with nothing, and we will leave it in the same way. What matters is how we have used what God entrusted to us.
That brings us to another important question about legacy. What do I want the resources I leave behind to accomplish?
Certainly, caring for family is an important responsibility. For many people, providing for a spouse, children, grandchildren, or another loved one will be the first consideration, and rightly so. But there may also be other things that have mattered deeply to us throughout our lives.
Perhaps there is a Catholic school that helped form us or our children. Perhaps there is a ministry that cared for us during a difficult time. Perhaps there is a charity whose work has always touched our hearts. Perhaps there are people in need whom we have supported for many years.
And perhaps there is our parish.
Think for a moment about everything that can happen within the life of one parish. Children are baptized here. Young people receive the Eucharist here for the first time. Couples stand before the altar and exchange their vows. Families gather here Sunday after Sunday. We come here in joyful seasons of life and in painful ones. We receive the sacraments. We hear the Word of God. We pray for one another. We bury those we love.
For many Catholics, a parish becomes part of the story of an entire family.
So as we reflect on our legacy, it is reasonable to ask whether our faith should have some place in the way we eventually distribute what God has entrusted to us. After caring responsibly for the people we love, might there also be an opportunity for our blessings to continue bearing fruit through the Church or through another work of charity that has mattered to us?
It is a question worth bringing to prayer.
Yet the most important legacy any of us leaves will never be measured in dollars.
Think about the people who have had the greatest influence on your own life. You probably do not remember them primarily because of what they owned.
You remember a father who worked hard and always made time for his family. You remember a mother who prayed the rosary every night. You remember a grandparent who never missed Mass. You remember someone who was extraordinarily generous. You remember someone who forgave when forgiveness was difficult. You remember a teacher, priest, religious sister, neighbor, or friend whose faith was visible in the way he or she lived.
Those are legacies.
Whether we realize it or not, each one of us is already creating a legacy.
Our children and grandchildren are learning something from the way we live today. They notice what receives our attention. They notice what we sacrifice for. They notice how we treat people. They notice whether our faith is something we practice only on Sunday or something that actually shapes the decisions we make.
So when we ask, “What do I want my legacy to be?” we are really asking a much larger question.
What do I want my life to say?
I hope the people closest to me know that I loved them. I hope they know that my faith mattered to me. I hope they know that I tried to be generous. I hope they know that I tried to use well what God placed in my hands. I hope they know that when I made mistakes, I trusted in God's mercy and tried again.
There is a spiritual wisdom in thinking about these things. For centuries, Christians have understood the importance of preparing well for the end of earthly life because we know that this earthly life is not all there is.
We hear in Scripture again and again the call to be watchful, to be prepared, and to remain faithful.
That readiness is first and foremost spiritual. We remain close to Christ. We receive the sacraments. We seek reconciliation with God and with one another. We try to live in such a way that when the Lord calls us home, we are ready to go to Him.
That same faith can also lead us to look carefully at the life God has given us and ask whether we are being good stewards of everything that will eventually be placed into someone else’s hands.
And that is what I am asking you to do this week.
Take some real time to reflect.
Look at your life as a whole. Think about the people you love and the people who depend upon you. Think about the possessions you have accumulated and what you would want to happen to them. Think about your home, your finances, your important information, and the responsibilities you carry. Think about what you would want if you became seriously ill and someone had to make decisions on your behalf. Think about your funeral and burial and how you would want your Catholic faith reflected in them. Think about the people and organizations you would want to care for. Think about your parish and the role the Church has played in your life.
And then go deeper.
Think about what you want your children and grandchildren to remember about you.
Think about the values you hope will continue after you are gone.
Think about what you have been given by God and what you hope those gifts will accomplish.
Think about what still needs your attention.
There may be things you know immediately. There may be questions you have never considered before. There may even be things you realize you are uncertain about. That is all right. The purpose of this week is to begin thinking about them.
Take those questions to prayer.
Ask the Lord to help you see your life clearly and gratefully. Ask Him to help you recognize the people and gifts He has entrusted to your care. Ask Him for the wisdom to know what you desire for those you love and what kind of legacy you hope to leave.
By the end of this week, I hope each of us can begin to answer a few important questions: What matters most to me? What do I want to happen to the things God has entrusted to me? How do I want my Catholic faith to guide the decisions that may someday need to be made? And what do I want the legacy of my life to be?
“Don’t Leave a Mess” is ultimately an invitation to be a good steward—to look at what God has given us, to think carefully about what we want to happen, and to prepare with faith rather than leaving those questions unanswered.
We can do that because we know where our lives ultimately lead. Our hope is in Jesus Christ. We believe in the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and life everlasting. That hope gives us the freedom to reflect on these things peacefully, honestly, and prayerfully.
So make that your work this week. Reflect on your life. Reflect on the people you love. Reflect on what you have. Reflect on what you want. And above all, reflect on the legacy of faith, love, generosity, and care that you hope your life will leave behind.
More information to help you with these conversations can be found at DontLeaveAMess.org.
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