NINETEENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘A’

Today’s Scripture readings are about experiences of fear.  Fear is like being in a small jail cell with no air and no light.  There is no room to turn around and you can only face one direction.  But it does not matter, because you cannot see.  There is no future in the darkness; everything is past, only fear.

The Old Testament readings we hear at Mass are often so brief that they make little or no sense to us.  Today, Elijah is hiding in a cave and God is trying to get him out so God can speak to him. What we are not told is that Elijah has fled for his life and is hiding out of fear.  He had confronted the wicked queen Jezebel, who had been searching out and killing all prophets of God such as Elijah, and promoting the prophets of her pagan religion.  The country was experiencing a severe famine for lack of rain.  Elijah challenged Jezebel’s prophets to call upon God for help.  They were not effective, but God answered Elijah’s prayer for the people with rain.

Then Elijah killed all of the false prophets, and because of that he had to escape the wrath of Queen Jezebel.  He had reason to fear.  He saw no hope for his future; all he could think of was his past.

In the Gospel reading, Jesus finishes preaching to the crowd of Jews and sends the apostles off in a boat to the Gentiles on the other side of the lake, and he himself first goes up the mountainside to pray.  During the fourth watch of the night, when all is dark and spooky, all hell breaks loose.  A storm at sea comes up and the boat is being tossed about and could even sink.  Jesus arrives on the scene to help, but at first the think he is a ghost and are even more fearful.  When Jesus gets into their boat, the wind calms.

Six chapters earlier in the same Gospel according to Matthew, Jesus got into a boat with his disciples.  After Jesus had fallen asleep, a violent storm came up.  The apostles woke Jesus and begged him to save them.  In both stories, Jesus is quoted as accusing them of having little faith, and then he calms the storm.

In today’s story, Captain Peter abandons ship to go to Jesus.  And he does okay until he is again overcome by fear.  And Elijah had to endure the fearful wind, earthquake, and fire before hearing a tiny whispering sound. Only when Elijah and Peter were focused upon God did their fears disappear.

As we hear these stories of men of God experiencing great fear, feeling lost, hopeless, and all alone when life seems overwhelming to them, we can easily identify with them and with the fear of feeling lost, helpless and alone when life for us seems overwhelming.

In our time, homes continue to be foreclosed and jobs continue to be lost.  There seems to be no end to our involvement in wars and conflicts all over the globe, and daily we are told of increasing reasons for all of the restrictions regarding Homeland Security.  As a nation, we do not seem convinced of the real need to live within our means and not acquire ever greater debt.

We are never without cause to fear, and we often live in real fear for various reasons.  God’s Word to us today offers the answer to our fear.  But this answer involves the risk of believing, of trusting in God, who Elijah could not see and only found in a tiny whispering sound, of trusting in Jesus, who appeared to be a ghost in the darkness or asleep in the helm of the rocky boat.

The answer to fear which the Bible and the Church propose is faith and trust in the loving presence of God, even though that presence is not clear and obvious as is a mighty wind, an earthquake, a fire, a storm at sea.  God’s presence in our lives is more like a tiny whispering sound, a sense of loving presence within us and around us.  

It is often described by the story of the man in a flood, waiting on his rooftop for God to save him.  Police arrive in a squad car to call him down take him to a shelter, but he prefers to wait for God.  Firemen later use a boat to reach him when the water is at the second story, but he declines their help.  The National Guard comes in a helicopter when the water reaches the roof, but still he waits for God.  At last, water submerges the house and sweeps it away and the man drowns.  Now in Heaven, the man complains that he had trusted in God to save him, but God had let him drown.  God replied, “I sent you the police, the firemen, and the National Guard”

In real life we seek and find God when we risk and trust.  It is fearful, and too often we decide to choose the apparent security of waiting and trying to ignore the cause of our fear, rather than taking the risk of seeking professional help for our problem of marriage, parenting, addiction, finances, our health, our grief, our losses, or our doubts of faith.  God is present to us in the science and wisdom of all creation.  Often, not to risk all for the sake of all is to lose all.

In the History of God’s salvation of humankind, we live in the time called the Church. Jesus, Son of God and savior of the world, rose from the dead and returned in His Spirit to live in the Body of Christ called the Church.  We are not given the tiny whispering sound heard by Elijah before the coming of Jesus, nor the physical appearance of Jesus whenever our boat is being tossed about.  We have inherited the faith of the author of today’s gospel reading, Saint Matthew.  We believe that Jesus is the Son of God who has saved us from ourselves and from destruction.  Jesus, the Son of God and Lord of creation, remains faithful to us disciples no matter how treacherous the seas or how great our fear or lack of faith.

We have received Jesus into our lives in Baptism, and His presence within us is enhanced as we receive and live the other Sacraments of our Church.  We are continually called to take risks in life in order to encounter our living God: in our sacrificial giving; in our outreach to others in whatever need; in our active participation in building the Kingdom of God.

And when we are blessed to be without fear and are living in the peace of Christ, we know that there are some around us whose fear obscures their ability to see that God is indeed with them.  They are living in fear; there is no future in their darkness; everything is past.  Jesus wants to reach out to them.  And He wants to do so through His peaceful presence dwelling within us.

