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When the Titanic set sail on her maiden voyage in 1912, she was the largest vessel in the 

world, with a capacity of 2,435 passengers.  It was claimed that she was unsinkable.  I 

want to share the story of one passenger on board the Titanic:  Fr. Thomas Byles.   

  

Fr. Byles wasn’t supposed to be on the Titanic.  He was invited to New York to officiate 

at his brother’s wedding and was originally booked on the White Star Line, but at the last 

minute, he transferred to the Titanic. 

 

On board Titanic, Fr. Byles was down in the steerage class.  This is where the poor 

people were, mainly Irish.  The Titanic sank on a Sunday.  The day before on Saturday, 

April 13th, Fr. Byles heard the confessions of the people down in steerage.  People used to 

go to confession every Saturday.  On Sunday morning he said Mass for the passengers in 

steerage.  Then at 11:40 pm on that Sunday night, Fr. Byles was up on deck saying his 

night prayers, when the alarm began shrieking.  The Titanic had hit the iceberg. 

 

Fr. Byles immediately ran down below deck to the steerage class.  When he got below, 

people were in panic mode.  He got everyone to quiet down and then he led everyone in 

the Act of Contrition.  He then began to lead the women and children to the upper decks, 

but he found that the way was barred.  The first-class passengers were being led to the 

lifeboats first.  Fr. Byles managed to push his way through with women and children, but 

they soon realized there would not be enough lifeboats.   

 

Fr. Byles was offered a place in one of the remaining lifeboats, but he refused.  A Good 

Shepherd lays down his life for his sheep.  As the last of the lifeboats drifted off, Fr. 

Byles was heard giving absolution to the passengers, forgiving their sins and then he 

began to lead them in the rosary.  He perished along with 1515 passengers.  Hopefully, he 

will be canonized a saint one day. 

 

Today we celebrate the Feast of the Ascension.  Jesus came down from heaven and his 

whole mission was to save the world.  He’s the only person born whose sole mission was 

to die.  He offered his life on the cross, rose from the dead on the third day and then 40 

days after the resurrection he ascended to heaven. 

 

This feast reminds us of three things:  First, the goal of our life.  We pray in the liturgy 

today:  where he has gone, we hope to follow.  Jesus shows us the way!  Our goal is 

heaven! 

 



Second, this Feast is all about mission.  As Jesus ascended to heaven, he gave the church 

her mission:  Go and Make Disciples! 

 

You know what I love about the story of Fr. Byles?  He knew his mission as a priest:  to 

save souls.  He had everyone pray an act of contrition to prepare them for death.  He 

stayed behind to give them absolution, to forgive their sins – to prepare them for heaven.   

 

The reason I wanted to become a priest can be summed up in one word:  Mission.  I 

wanted to do something meaningful with my life.  I wanted to make a difference in the 

world, and I want to save souls like Fr. Byles. 

 

When Jesus Ascended to heaven, he gave the great commission to the church.  What is 

the mission of the whole church?  To announce the gospel, the Good News, to go and 

make disciples, to bring people to Jesus.  In other words, the mission of the whole church 

is to save souls.  This isn’t the mission of just priests. 

 

How are we saved?  Jesus has won the victory!  He died for us, he is risen, and the 

salvation he won for us is communicated through the sacraments of the church.  It’s in 

baptism that we receive the gift of eternal life.  If we ever fall from our baptismal grace, 

we are restored to salvation through the sacrament of reconciliation.  Jesus told us:  

Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood will live forever.  It’s here in the Eucharist 

that Jesus saves us.  Our mission then is to draw people to Jesus – to bring people to the 

sacraments – the fonts of saving grace. 

 

We are all called to be evangelists.  Faith is not meant to be a private matter.  Archbishop 

Naumann has said over and over it’s not enough to keep the faith, we’re called to share 

the faith.  We are called to announce the gospel – the Good News of what Christ has 

done.  Jesus says in the gospel: we are called to be witnesses.  We should each be able to 

give our testimony of what Christ has done in our lives.  We all have a story of how Jesus 

has saved us!     

 

For many of us, evangelization sounds kind of scary.  But Jesus reassures us in the 

gospel:  you will be clothed with power from on high!  What is this power from on high?  

It’s the gift of the Holy Spirit!  Don’t worry about what to say, the Holy Spirit will give 

you the words.  Rely on the Holy Spirit.  Evangelization can be as simple as bringing 

God up in a conversation, not being afraid to pray or give thanks to God publicly.  It 

begins by simply fostering friendship and then extending an invitation to come and see. 

 

One last point:  We can often think in this feast – OK, Jesus went up into heaven and now 

we are left here alone.  The Church Fathers tell us:  The God of history is now present in 

mystery.  Jesus is now present to us in the sacred mysteries, in the sacraments of the 

church.  Chris promised to remain with us always.  He’s here with us especially in the 

Holy Eucharist.  He has not abandoned the Church; he’s led the way.  Where he has gone, 

we hope to follow.  Our mission is clear:  we are called to be saints, to get to heaven and 

to bring as many people with us as possible. 


