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An Interview with a Saint

Norm Reed

It is a strange thing these days to call someone a saint. The word arrives already furnished. Francis of
Assisi, stripping off his clothes in the square at Assisi and handing them back to his father. Teresa in
Calcutta, lifting the dying out of the gutter. They are the right people to think of, and thinking of them
does a curious thing — it puts sainthood at a distance, somewhere out past ordinary lives, where you

and I are not.
My sister Jessica is a saint.

I would not have said so growing up. She was my sister. But she took me to a Billy Graham crusade

when I was nine, and I made my first step towards Jesus in a stadium I could not now find on a map.

Years later I was in the navy, dating a girl who was not a Christian and had no interest in becoming
one. She asked me, without any particular agenda, why I had not become a Christian myself. I do not
know what made me answer honestly. Nobody was working on me. I said: my sister is a Christian,

and I do not think I could make that commitment.

I heard myself say it. I had just described the thing I was avoiding, and named the person who had

made it impossible to avoid without knowing what I was turning down.

In recent years Jessica has struggled with her health, and time with her has become something to be
counted rather than assumed. On one of those occasions I asked her to tell me a story I had heard once

before and never forgotten — the first time, it brought me to tears. I asked if I could record it. She said

yes.

This is her account, in her own words, tidied only for reading.

JESSICA
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Q few times in my life I have felt stretched out of my comfort zone, asked to do something I

would not normally do. One of those times I remember very clearly.

It was about thirty years ago. I had been overseas with my sister, and we had lived it up. I had put my
faith behind me for the duration and had a wild time, and I came back to Australia very conscious of

the sin in my own life. I knew what I was.

The first Sunday back at church there was a guest speaker, Judith Antill, from the Anglicare AIDS
Council. She had come to talk to us about people with AIDS. Thirty years ago AIDS was a major
problem throughout the world. A great many people were suffering, and it was always seen as the sin.

The worst one.

I sat there listening, and I felt God pressing something on me. These people are no different from you.

They are sinners. You are a sinner.

She was asking whether any Christians would volunteer to train to work with people with AIDS. I
thought: that is something I could do.

I went and spoke to her afterwards. I said I was interested — how could I possibly be involved with
people with AIDS?

She asked me whether I was sure that was what I wanted.

I said I felt God was saying to me that I was a sinner, and these people were no different from me, and

they needed help. They needed Christians. They needed to hear about the love of Jesus.

So I rang the AIDS Council. They were running a course down in Parramatta, open to anyone who
wanted to help — you did not have to be a Christian. I signed up, and then I sat with what I had done.
God, this is the most difficult thing you have ever asked me to do. Going down to Parramatta was
stepping out of my comfort zone to start with. But to go down and work with people who had AIDS
— and I did not know any gay people. Not one. I had no friends who were homosexual. There was

nobody up here in the mountains that I knew of. It was entirely outside anything I was used to.

I turned up to the first training day. It was held in a convent in Parramatta. I walked into a room full of
people from every walk of life. A number of gay men. Some people from the community who simply

wanted to help.

We sat down, and a man called Philip asked us to say why we were there. He went around the circle,

asking each person to share their journey and why they had volunteered.

I was nervous the moment I heard the question, because the honest answer was that I was there

because God had called me to be. I listened to the others. There was a couple, lovely people, who had
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decided this was something they could do — help people who were suffering, care for them. There
were gay men who had lost their partners to AIDS, and who were there to give something back to their

own community.

My reason was different from everybody else's in the room.

When it came to me I said: [ am here because I think this is where Jesus would be. Jesus mixed with
all sorts of people, with sinners and with lepers, and I think he would be here, among these people. I
said I had come because I wanted to help people who were suffering from AIDS, and because I
believed Jesus had called me to come — because he loves everybody, and he loves people who are

suffering from AIDS too.

The circle carried on. At the end, Philip began to summarise what everyone had said. He went through

the whole room, person by person.

He left me out.

I sat there thinking, I have really blown it. What I said must have sounded very odd.

Then, right at the end, he said there was one thing he wanted to add. If anyone wanted to talk about
spirituality, or wanted someone to pray for them, they should go and talk to Jessica — because she is
here because she believes this is where Jesus wants her to be, and I am convinced she has a gift for

this, if you would like to talk with her and pray.

We were each given a partner to work with through the week. Mine was a lovely man, a gay man who
had lost his partner to AIDS. I learned how to bath him in a bed, and he had to bath me — we had to
practise our bed baths on each other. I remember thinking, if only my friends could see me now. Here

I am bathing a gay man in a nun's bed. We had a laugh about it, and we got on very well.

And through that week, one by one, every person in that room came and asked me to pray for them.

Each one came and told me their story. Each one wanted to know whether Jesus really loved them.

I was able to say yes. He really does love you. And I was able to pray with them, and care for them,
that week.

We visited the Red Cross. We visited the rooms where the prostitutes showered and rested between
clients, and we talked with them. It was a hard week. It was nothing like the life I was used to. But the

whole time I was there I felt I was there because God wanted me to be.

It was only when I came home that it caught up with me. Well-meaning people at church said, I bet

you are glad to be away from that place and back safe up in the mountains. And I stopped and thought
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— no. That is where God wanted me to be. And I believe he worked through me to those people, to

show them he loved them.

At the end of the training I was given someone to look after. It turned out to be a woman. She had

contracted AIDS through a blood transfusion.

She had been very badly abused during her life. I could not begin to understand what she had been
through, but she explained it to me — the abuse, her father, what it had done to her. I listened for a

long time.

Years afterwards we took in a foster daughter, a street kid, who had been through very similar things.
And I found I already knew something about how she had been hurt, and what her feelings would be,

because that woman had taught me. I was able to help her.

So God takes us on these journeys, and we do not know at the time where they come from or why. We

only look back, and think there was a purpose in it right from the start.

SELAH

I have spent this morning typing out my sister's words, and somewhere in the middle of it I
stopped.

I have been working with prisoners and their families for years now. Men and women the
community has looked at, judged, and put out of sight — that is the whole of it, really, the
work and the reason for the work. I did not learn it from her. Or I did not think I had.

She was in that convent in Parramatta thirty years ago, learning to bath a dying man,
among people the church of the day had already decided about. She has never once
mentioned it as anything. She did not tell me it was a pattern. She just did it, and came

home, and went on with her life, and let me find out about it decades later because I asked.

She gave me my first Bible. She had 2 Timothy 3:16 written inside the cover.

The trouble with the word saint is that we have made it singular. One figure, held up, admired at a
distance — and the distance is the point, because it lets the rest of us off.
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The New Testament will not have it. The word there is hagioi — holy ones, set-apart ones — and it is
almost always plural. Saints at Corinth, saints at Philippi, saints at Ephesus. Not one holy person, but

a room full of ordinary ones, learning it from each other, mostly badly.

None of us is a saint alone. It is not a thing you achieve and then are. It is what happens to people who

set themselves apart together and keep walking in the same direction long enough for it to show.

Which is what she did. She walked into a room in a convent in Parramatta where she knew nobody,
said the one true thing she had to say, and then spent a week bathing a man in a bed and praying with

anyone who asked. She has never thought of it as remarkable. She would be embarrassed to read this.

My sister Jessica is a saint. Not by herself. But then, nobody is.

These reflections did not begin with artificial intelligence. They began with years of ministry, reading,

prayer, suffering, and conversation.

During the development of this manuscript, Al became a conversation partner. It challenged
assumptions, tested arguments, suggested structures, and helped refine expression. Many of the words

that follow emerged through that dialogue.

The experiences, convictions, interpretations, and conclusions remain my own.
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