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1
GROWING IN GRACE

“Mama! Mamaaaaaaaa! I can hear John
talking to himself. Tell him to go to sleep!”

“Wenceslaus, what is going on?” asked
Mama Agnes as she shuffled into the boys’
bedroom, yawning,.

Her eldest son, John, still fully dressed,
was sitting on his bed. The ten-year-old boy
did not seem to notice his mother enter the
room. He ran one hand through his tousled
hair as his dark brown eyes were trained on
the book he was intently reading. Her young-
est son, Wenceslaus—or Wenzel as he was
often called—rubbed his eyes from where he
lay tucked in bed.

“Why in heaven’s name are you not
asleep, John Nepomucene (nay-POE-moo-
seen) Neumann? Do you realize you're keep-
ing Wenzel awake? You may be named after
Bohemia’s patron saint, Saint John of Nepo-
mucene, but youre not being very nice to
your little brother.”

John looked up, startled at the sound of
her voice. He smiled at her and said excitedly,



“Papa told me today about the day I was
baptized. He said that because of my Baptism
I can receive Jesus in the Eucharist tomor-
row. I just thought I would read some more
about Baptism before I go to bed.”

John noticed his mother’s eyebrows
furrowing in frustration and added, “I'm
sorry, Mama. I know it’s late. I'm just excited
to receive my first Communion tomorrow.”

Mama Agnes’ face softened. “I under-
stand, John. Tomorrow is a special day . . .
which is why you need to go to sleep.
Besides, you already know that catechism
backward and forward. That's why our
parish priest said that you could receive
your first Communion!”

“You're right, Mama. But I feel that no
matter how much I learn, there is so much
more to learn.” John sighed. “Mama, I was
just wondering what that day was like, when
I was baptized. Who was there?”

“Yeah,” Wenzel piped in. “I don’t remem-
ber John being baptized. What was it like?”

Mama sighed and sat down on the bed.
She thought for a moment and said, “It was
March 28, 1811, the same day John was born.
You weren’t there, Wenzel, because you
weren't born yet; neither were your sisters
Joan or Louisa. And I wasn’t there because I



“I don't remember John being baptized.
What was it like, Mama?”



needed to rest. But John's godparents, the
Mareks, and your sisters Catherine and
Veronica were all present.”

“lI bet Catherine and Veronica were
giggling the whole time,” laughed John.

“Aren’t they always giggling together
about something?” Wenzel guffawed and
jumped up on John’s bed to listen more
closely to Mama Agnes’ story.

Mama Agnes paused for a moment and
smiled. “Papa was so proud to have a son.
He was smiling from ear to ear the entire
day. He was so happy when both of you
came into the world, just as he was when the
girls were born.”

Then with a faraway look in her eyes, she
added, “And he was so happy to see you
baptized, John. The workers in his weaving
shop told me he was practically bursting
with pride that day.” She smoothed John’s
hair and then continued, “And I remember
Papa told me that when Father baptized you,
he said that he had a feeling that God had
some amazing plans for your life” She
smiled, then patted Wenzel on the head.
“Which of course is true for you both.”

John thought for a moment. “It is amaz-
ing, Mama, that God has a plan for every-
one. And that he comes to live in our souls



through Baptism and then he comes to us in
the Eucharist! It’s almost too much to under-
stand. But I was wondering something. . . .”

“As you always do!” laughed Mama.
“One last question, and then you must go to
sleep; you have a big day tomorrow.”

“Well, I was thinking about how Jesus is
in heaven, but I will also receive him tomor-
row! He will be in two places at the same
time! How is that possible?”

“Yeah, Mama, how does he do that?”
Wenzel, who had been falling asleep, sat up
in his bed.

Mama Agnes smiled at them and said, “I
suppose because he is God, so he is all-
powerful and can be everywhere at all
times. I remember during one homily our
pastor said that God is not bound by time or
space like we are.”

“Oh, that makes sense,” said John; then
he added, “and, well, as I was thinking about
heaven, I began to think about many things.
I have so many questions!”

“Oh John, you are always full of ques-
tions. But it’s late; you should be sleeping,
not thinking!”

“But Mama, I have one last question!
How is it that clouds float in the air without
falling?”



“John, that’s enough questions for one
night. Let the clouds float; you don’t have to
hold them. You'll learn much more the more
you go to school. YouTre a very intelligent
boy. Look how well you've done in school so
far” She stood up from the bed and kissed
both boys on the forehead. “But right now,
both of you go to sleep.”

Early the next morning the Neumann
tamily headed to the Church of St. James in
their small village of Prachatitz (PRA-ha-
jeets) in Bohemia. The church was decorated
beautifully with many flowers on the altar,
tflowers that John’s sisters had picked. Mama
Agnes and Papa Philip were sitting in the
pews with all of John’s siblings. They all
were dressed in their very best. John sat up
in one of the first few pews, nervously twist-
ing his hands together. He had prepared so
long for this sacrament, and now it was actu-
ally happening.

The Mass started as people were still
coming through the doors; some even had to
stand along the walls. When the choir sang
the Gloria, John was filled with joy. He had
begun going regularly to Mass with his



mother, so he knew almost all of the parts of
the Mass by heart. But on this special day he
paid particular attention to every detail.
When John saw the priest raise the Eucharist
after the consecration, he thought, Maybe one
day I will be a priest and will be able to give the
Body of Jesus to other people!

After Mass, the townspeople gathered in
the church hall to celebrate. John’s mouth
watered at the mountains of food: sauer-
kraut, sausages, beer for the grown-ups, and
lots of sweets. They all enjoyed the music
and dancing.

“What a special day, John! I hope you
remember this day when you are older,”
Mama Agnes said proudly as they left the
church.

“Oh, I will. I waited so long for it!” John
exclaimed.

“You are growing up so quickly,” Mama
said. “Before you know it, you'll be leaving
home to continue going to school.”

“Away from home? When will that be?”
John asked curiously.

“In a couple of years. . . . Your father and
I think it would be good for you to go to
school away from home.”

Away from home . . . the words echoed in
John’s head. His heart sank.



