5th Sunday in Ordinary Time (C)

02/07/2016
Have you ever woken to a dream in which you are taking a test, or preparing to begin a project, or starting a job, and you can't remember an answer, or can't find your way?  The dream seems to imitate what happens to us in daily life from time to time.  I recall a story about a classmate who was so anxious about an exam, that he stayed up all night to study for the exam only to fall asleep while taking the exam.  We sometimes carry a similar anxiety concerning God.

The priest and prophet, Isaiah, in our first reading, unexpectedly experiences God as he is going about his daily work in the Temple.  Immediately, he becomes anxious.  He doesn't feel worthy because he feels impure.  Surprisingly, God doesn't seem concerned, but to accommodate Isaiah's anxiety, God provides him with a means by which he can feel purified.  Eventually, the prophet comes to accept that it is God who comes to us, and has nothing to do with our achievements, our goodness, or our purity.  Rather, it is God's deepest desire that we experience that we are chosen by God, instead of our choosing God that is important.

Our gospel story from Luke reinforces this perspective.  Jesus, who recently has come to know that God has chosen him ('You are my beloved.'), now, in turn, passes this being chosen onto the disciples.  The story tells us that unless we experience that we are God's chosen one, God's beloved daughter or son, we will only scratch the surface.  It is only when we experience that we are chosen that we can enter the depth of God.

We, like Peter, often resist being chosen.  We tell ourselves that we have tried and have failed.  Or as Peter says in the gospel story, 'We have been hard at it all night and have caught nothing.'  He doesn't get it.  He still believes that it's about his efforts... which is common for many of us too.  Yet, Peter grudgingly does accept the invitation of Jesus, puts out to deep water, and lowers the nets.  When the nets fill with fish, Peter once again attempts to escape his being chosen, 'Leave me...for I am a sinful man.'
Peter still doesn't get.  It has little - nothing really - to do with him.  It has to do with his being chosen!  Jesus ignores Peter's persistent denials of unworthiness.  He, instead, tells Peter that the choice is irrevocable and that Peter will also be choosing others so that they too will experience God choosing them!

The business mentality that we have learned since our early childhood prevents us from experiencing being chosen.  It causes us to resist receiving by teaching us that we must earn and grasp everything, and once we earn and grasp, that we must then protect what belongs to us.  We lose sight of the truth that we are chosen at the moment of our conception.  We are born blessed and learn sin.  Unfortunately, we are given the impression that we are born in sin and have to earn blessing.

We quickly approach Lent.  The temptation is to use this season to reinforce our business mentality.  We do this by discipline and willpower.  Maybe this Lent we can practice another way.  Maybe this Lent we can practice a willingness to receive.  We soon discover (as we practice receiving) that we must also be willing to release those things that we grasp and seek so persistently to protect.  As we practice, we might also discover that we are willing to let others experience that they too are chosen by God.  This is the Good News that Jesus comes to share with us.
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