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Rev. Jacqueline M. Clarys
Homily, 32nd Sunday in Ordinary Time

Sunday, November 6, 2016, 1:30 PM

Living Water Inclusive Catholic Community
at St. John’s United Church of Christ

1000 Rolling Road

Catonsville, MD 21228

First Reading. 2 Maccabees 7:1–2, 9–14

Psalm Response, Psalm 17. “Oh God, when Your glory appears, my joy will be full.” 

Second Reading. 2 Thessalonians 2:16 —3:5

Gospel. Luke 20:27–38


Stories such as the one related in second Maccabees instruct us about the nonnegotiable element each of us carries within us, and the vein of the heroic that runs through each of us because of it. The word martyr can have negative connotations, but its root meaning is simply witness. We may never be called upon to be martyrs in what has become the traditional sense of the word, but these stories are for each of us, I think, a forewarning, a sort of cautionary tale reminding us that because we have been wonderfully fashioned by our Creator, we have a set point for justice. And that because of this, we will likely be called upon, within our sphere of influence and range of possibility, each according to their gifts and abilities, to model resistance to that which we know undermines life in all of its forms. We are not given a timeline or a roadmap for this endeavor: we often don’t recognize our non-negotiable until we are in the heat of battle, face to face with the evil that would push us past our boundaries. So, stories like this that have been preserved and passed on as Holy Scripture to help us to recognize evil both in ourselves and others, reminding us that we have within us the heroic and that we may be called upon to witness at the side of Goodness at any moment. Ours may not be a story filled with the intense drama of this one, yet it helps us to recognize the truth of daily witness, that there is “a little death” each time: the energy required to speak truth to power comes from the willingness to let go of a little part of ourselves. It is in that moment of letting go that we become free enough to consider a wider, beyond-this-life-field of possibility; and once we have glimpsed that vision, there is no going back. This is part of what it means to be truly human, perhaps the best part of who we are. Never think for a minute that we aren’t made of this, because we are. Each of us is. Each of us bears within us the mark of Divinity, the source of the quietly courageous and heroic. 

Second Thessalonians speaks to us in plain terms about living into the vision inspired by Jesus. We don’t know for sure the author of this letter—it is one of the disputed letters that many think could have been written by Paul, but just as many think not. That said, the emphasis in the letter is Pauline in tone, and is written to a community that is having trouble: It is a call to Holiness. Here, the author seeks to calm the anxiety of the people, urging them to take consolation from, and refuge in, God; It is a plea for them to look to what is eternal, and to live our their days in faithfulness born not of certainty, but of loving God. It is said of apocalyptic ideology that one of its most constructive attributes is its capacity to help us imagine a reality beyond the one in which we live. At its best, it lifts us beyond our immediate world, not by use of threats, but by fashioning a vision, an entrance into an imagined world that shines with possibility. It is Jesus’ vision of the Kindom for which we long, and toward which our lives lean. He has tempted us, and dazzled us with its brilliance, and there is no going back. As participants and co-creators in the Incarnation, we will not be settling any time soon for something that falls short of his Kindom.

Someone with Jesus’ vision might be challenged by those who cannot, or don’t want to, imagine it, and this may be part of what is happening in our Gospel story’s midrashic conversation between Jesus and the Sadducees. We can almost see it unfold; it reminds me of the medieval theological discussion of how many angels might be able to dance on the head of a pin. Those questioning Jesus seem not so much to be seeking spiritual knowledge as they are trying to prove their own point of view about the afterlife, using earthly laws and customs to support their argument. They are seeking certainty. In response, Jesus interprets the Torah in a new way: he tells them that because Moses refers to the God of Sarah and Abraham, that in fact, “To God, all are Alive.” Those who have gone before us, and those who are with us now on the earth are all alive in the Living God. There can be no better news than this, especially on a day when we commemorate our loved ones who have died. Even the Sadducees agree that Jesus speaks well. 


As I lived with these readings over the past few weeks, their main theme surfaced for me as anxiety and insecurity. In the Maccabees reading, we watch as a cruel ruler asserts his authority in a sad and futile attempt to access certainty. The author writing to the anxious, and therefore undisciplined Thessalonians, asks them to hold fast to the only certainty available to them, “the love of God and the constancy of Christ.” The Sadducees’ challenge also seems rooted in anxiety. They sense that Jesus represents a new way: they want to stay comfortable in their old way, their own certainty. Yet, when Jesus gives them a new interpretation, there is a sense of relief in their response to him. 


I often think that the more forceful the assertion of dominion and power, the greater is the niggling notion of uncertainty, and the insecurity that goes with it. Certainty is a tough place from which to live. It is a mountain from which one is easily toppled. It is lonely, rigid, and insular. Certainty often excludes. By contrast, the Living God seemingly refuses to have secure borders, or to be nailed down, welded, glued in place, stitched fast, tied up, or shushed. Faith can become confused with certainty, which then becomes a form of idolatry. We continue in faithfulness not in service of certainty, but rather, with a full knowledge and embrace of uncertainty. This is a posture of richness and inclusion, alive with possibility. It is a place from which one can see that there is room for everyone, and that each person contributes to the wholeness of God’s Dream, that each voice reveals something important, and that each face shines with the Light of God. It is a balanced position in which we are allowed to hold together, in tension, all that is, and to practice the only security we have, to be Present to one another, and to the Sacred, in every moment, for “All are Alive, in God.” Our security will always be found in the Love of God and the “Dear Neighbor.”
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