29TH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘C’

 In today’s Scripture readings we find an emphasis upon the values and importance of persistence and perseverance, specifically in prayer.  This week we hailed and honored the persistence and perseverance of the people of Chile in the rescue of the 33 miners trapped for 69 days one-half mile below the surface of the earth.  This has been an unforgettable effort and victory, and all involved are to be honored and praised.
One of the first things that draw your attention when you visit a Catholic Church is the sanctuary lamp, a candle burning near the tabernacle.  The most popular significance of its presence is to indicate that consecrated hosts are reserved in the tabernacle; the Blessed Sacrament of the Body of Christ is present.  The burning candle also serves as a sign of the presence of the faith community desiring to keep vigil, keep Christ in our lives even when we must leave church in order to fulfill our responsibilities in the world.  
If the candle is not replaced as soon as it burns out, someone will quickly notice it.  I remember a lady in Waterloo who had described to me how almost completely blind she was.  But she usually noticed before I did that the candle had burned out!
(Hampton)  The significance of the sanctuary lamp carried over to votive light stands, which were quite popular in churches many years ago.  Here, the Hispanics requested one a couple of years ago, and raised money to pay for it.  I obtained approval from the insurance inspector, and placed it in front of the image of Our Lady of Guadalupe because it seemed a good location in the church.  It is not only for use by Hispanics, nor only for devotion to Our Lady of Guadalupe; but for everyone and your intentions. Lighting a candle has long been a meaningful symbol of remembering and of presence.  People often do so for loved ones on journeys or in danger, such as war; and both parties take great consolation in the gesture.
Speaking of war, today we find God winning a war in today’s First Reading.  Many times in the Old Testament, Israel is at war and convinced that God is in there with them, killing off the enemy who also happens to be God’s children.  Joshua engages Amalek in battle, and Moses climbs to the top of the Hill with Aaron and Hur, who hold up Moses’ arms when he can no longer raise them.  And Joshua mowed down Amalek and his people with the edge of the sword.
Having the great Moses involved in accomplishing victory over the enemies of Israel says that the security of Israel depended upon reliance on God.  Israel was more than a religious community, the People of God; it was also a national state.  God was head of the state and God had responsibilities for national defense of His people.  Moses, the spiritual leader of God’s people, took the stance of constant prayer to God, and, like a vigil light, Moses’ uplifted arms kept the prayer to God for victory alive during the time of battle.  
The importance and effectiveness of persistent prayer is the theme that is continued in today’s Gospel.  Jesus taught his disciples a parable about the necessity for them to pray always without becoming weary. Civil court judges in the time of Jesus did not enjoy much respect, nor did they deserve much respect.  Like the tax collectors, they were seen as interested only in becoming wealthy at the expense of others.
The other party in the parable is a widow, a woman who has now been separated from her husband by his death.  While her husband lived, she and her children had rights by virtue of belonging to a man.  Now she had no rights, and she did have claims and needed the settlements.  What she did have was persistence and perseverance, and a voice to keep bothering the judge until he relented, not for her sake nor for the sake of justice, but because he realize that he would not be rid of her until he did relent.
Once again, Luke comes to us with a teaching on faith.  In recent weeks we have been told to live faith by serving and by expressing gratitude.  Now, today’s parable and First Reading teach us the need to pray without becoming weary.  Moses persisted in prayer so that the Israelites would have what they needed as a nation and as the People of God.  The persistence of the widow toward the unjust judge teaches us that, if an unjust judge will give in, the disciples can trust that God will judge rightly and quickly for those who will cry out to him.
Faith is nurtured by service, gratitude, and frequent prayer.  Faith is not only nurtured in prayer; it is expressed in continual prayer to our just and good God.
Our Retreat Master last week made the point that “yesterday’s faith will not carry us through today.”  We need to be persistent in our prayer, whether convenient or inconvenient.
Today’s Gospel reading ends with Jesus asking a question: “But when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?”  That is a question which we pose and hear often, in one form or another, especially as each generation wonders and worries about the salvation of the generation that follows them.  But the Son of Man will find faith if we persist both in prayer and in learning the Word of God.
We have the model of prayer which Jesus gave to his apostles when they asked him to teach them to pray – the Lord’s Prayer – Praise; Thanksgiving; and Petition.  My main prayer petition is that I might know God’s will and have the courage to follow it.  I pray that I might respond as I should to requests.  I pray that I might handle situations as God would will that I handle them.  I pray that I might make choices and decisions that will truly be for the future and for the good.
Fasting, abstinence, pilgrimages, retreats, and prayers do not change God but are meant to change the people who undertake them.  We do not know the mind of God, but we often know our own thoughts and desires.  We can usually pinpoint what needs re-crafting or reshaping in us, so that we can live out the goodness of God.
All this is easy for me to preach, but difficult for me to practice.  I often fail, especially if I think I can do it all by myself.  No one can be self-reliant; no one on their own possesses the capability of deciding and doing well.  I need God’s forgiveness and help; I need the forgiveness and help of all others.  Moses needed the support of Aaron and Hur.  Often, our prayer life is rescued by another who helps us to remain aloft and afloat until our own reliance on grace grows and deepens.
That is why I ask people to pray for me.  And I try to remember to pray for those who ask me to pray for them.  Let us keep the light of faith burning … for ourselves and for one another!
