FIFTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘C’

The men in today’s Scriptures experience fear in relation to the Lord, and are moved to commit themselves to dedicate their lives to God’s service.  The prophet Isaiah describes his encounter as seeing the Lord seated on a high throne and angels singing the “Holy, Holy, Holy” that we use at Mass.  This singing caused the doorframe to shake and the house to fill with smoke.  People believed that to see God would lead to one’s death, and Isaiah felt doomed.  He considered himself to be unclean because he talked dirty and hung out with people who talked dirty.  But one of the angels purged his sin by burning his lips with a hot coal.  Isaiah was so moved that he immediately offered himself as a servant of the Lord.
Saint Paul’s conversion story is rather well known.  He had been a notorious persecutor of those who believed that Jesus was the promised savior.  When he sensed the call of the Lord, he repented and put all of his zeal and energy at the service of the Gospel.

And Peter, James, and John in today’s Gospel reading are astounded by the catch of fish where there had been none, and become fearful because realizing that they are in the presence of God also makes them realize that they are sinful men and not worthy of such a blessing.

In each instance, men come to know the mercy of God and realize that, even though they may have considered themselves justified and important, they pale in comparison to the goodness of God.

In our day, many people have moved from fearing God to becoming very comfortable with God.  After all, God is love and Jesus is our brother and the Holy Spirit is the sweet and peaceful dove that not only came upon Jesus at his baptism, but also came upon us at our baptism.  So … “don’t worry; be happy!”

One commentator believes that the reasons why today we have neither an intense experience of God’s holiness nor a vivid sense of our own human sinfulness is because people today have been affected by three profound changes in society since the time of Isaiah, Paul, and Peter.  For this writer, the changes are: the rise of democracy; the Second Vatican Council of the Church; and the discovery of psychology.

Over the past 200 years, kingdom after kingdom toppled as ordinary citizens began to appreciate their personal dignity and human rights.

The Second Vatican Council helped Catholics realize that no institution could blindly lead them, not even the so-called ‘infallible’ Church.  No institution, however inspired, can take away our personal judgment and responsibility.

But psychology is what freed everyone to think and do as they pleased, without guilt.  The discovery of ingrained instincts and addictions led many to believe that we could not bear much responsibility for our actions.  What previously was considered sin came to be seen as simply neurotic behavior.

We certainly do not need a return to living in wretched fear of a wrathful and judgmental God.  Thank God that fewer people today are tormented by scrupulosity convinced that everything they say and do is sin.

But perhaps today we need to rediscover and appreciate what Isaiah, Paul, and Peter show us in today’s readings … our unworthiness before God.

Isaiah shuddered and exclaimed, “Woe is me; I am doomed”, when the door of the temple started shaking and smoke billowed around the throne.  When Paul was knocked off his horse and blinded for three days by his conversion encounter with the Lord, he must have felt great fear and trembling.  Peter is really baffled when this fellow Galilean tells these career fishermen where to catch fish after they failed to get a bite all night long.  When Peter says, “Depart from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man,” he must have feared because Jesus replies, “Do not be afraid”.

A friend of mine in Waterloo has a bumper sticker that reads, “Jesus is my best friend.”  I like to kid her about it, but, for her, this is very real.  She will tell about some personal or family concern that was bothering her and then say, “So I talked with my friend.”  For her, Jesus is truly the Son of God, walking by her side.

We need to take care that Jesus is always for us the living God, as did Peter, James, John, and Paul.  Jesus loves us; he wants to be our friend.  But we cannot domesticate him; turn Jesus into another “buddy” in our lives.  Jesus is the living God: Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier.

We may be able to live without a sense of sin, but we cannot live in peace if we do not have a sense of holiness.  A sense of holiness is all that separates us from animals.  God does not cause our sin, but we can only recognize our sin when we consider how completely sin contrasts with the holiness of God, the holiness to which we are invited to receive and enjoy.

Isaiah did not see his sin until he saw God.  Peter did not realize his sinful condition until he encountered the goodness of Jesus.

Lent begins in just ten days.  May it be a time for us to make special efforts to know ourselves better and know better the goodness and holiness of our God.  We are blessed with personal judgment and responsibility, with dignity and with rights as humans.  But there are standards of behavior, of what is good and what is evil that are objective and outside of us.  The holiness of God is revealed whenever we sin, when we are less than holy, less than who God has created us to be and calls us to be.  And it is only when we feel God’s mercy than we can admit our sins.

The disciples were willing to give themselves unconditionally, but, like ourselves when we make our fervent, idealistic Lenten promises, the disciples were soon to learn that the day-to-day putting that commitment into practice would be costly and challenging and sometimes too much to bear, at least in moments of weakness.  They had to rely on God’s presence and God’s grace, which were made real for them in the person and presence of Jesus.

For us, too, the living of our commitments of Baptism, Confirmation, Marriage and Ordination are some days very costly and extremely challenging.  But we, too, are able to rely upon God’s presence and grace made real in the person of the risen Jesus right here, right now.  Just moments ago, we confidently begged him: “Lord, have mercy, Christ, have mercy, Lord, have mercy”.  We will soon praise him like the seraphim, as we sing, “Holy, Holy, Holy”.  We will proclaim the mystery of our faith, as our sacrifices become the Body and Blood of the Risen Jesus.  And before we accept his invitation to the Eucharistic banquet, we will declare, “Lord, I am not worthy to receive you, but only say the word, and I shall be healed.”

The Eucharist we celebrate each week is where we are offered an intense experience of God’s holiness.  If we are attentive to it, we also have a vivid sense of our sinfulness.  Here, we can feel God’s mercy; here, we can also admit our sins. 

