17th Sunday Ordinary Time (C)


07/28/2019
When I was young, one of my uncles frightened me.  He had a way about him that caused me to retreat into a very quiet demeanor.  Playing games with my cousins was only possible if I made sure that I wasn’t upsetting my uncle.  Later in life I did get to see a different side of him…thankfully, or maybe I was seeing a different side of me.

Somehow a similar thing happens with God for many of us.  Many of us receive an image of a wrathful and vengeful God and it gets lodged – stuck – in our psyche at a very early age, when we are most impressionable.  As a result, many of us are unconsciously afraid of God.  This fear is then used by some clergy or other people to tell us that we must love God.  The implication often being that if we don’t love God (by living in a way defined by a person or an institution) we will be punished by God.  It is, incredibly, also used to get us to believe that God loves us only if we live as God demands us to live!  (The demands are – of course – interpreted by the person or institution.)
I can’t ever recall asking my uncle for anything; nor was I able to receive anything from him.  I was afraid of him, so if I didn’t see him I considered that a blessing.  It’s little wonder that many of us have difficulty receiving from God.  We are afraid that we have or will upset God by making a mistake or doing something that God doesn’t like!  It’s very telling that the image that the poet, Dante, uses for hell (an image not found anywhere in the Scriptures) becomes the primary image that we use in our religion.  Instead of understanding hell as a state of being in which we are depressed, or hurting, or lost in ourselves, we thrive on an image in which people are eternally punished by God. Why? Possibly because it fits our image of a God that causes us fear.

This is the wound that YHWH heals in Abraham and Sarah when YHWH accepts their hospitality, and assures them that their infertility – barrenness – is being made fertile.  Today’s reading reflects the change in Abraham who risks asking something of YHWH.

Jesus also comes heals those who are wounded by an image of God as one who threatens and makes us afraid.  A major part of Jesus’ ministry is healing any and all, making God completely available to everyone.  He is resisted and belittled by church authorities who demand that God isn’t available to everyone, and can only be accessed through their intercession.

What we call the Our Father is Jesus putting into words the way in which he perceives God: God is completely available to us without anyone interceding for us.  God is not One who punishes.  God freely and completely gives us life each day.
We all need healing, and God finds ways for healing to take place.  As we become aware of the healing happening in us, we also become aware that our image of God changes.  Like me with my uncle, we stop being afraid and God becomes available to us.
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