19th Sunday Ordinary Time (A)


08/09/2020
The stories about Elijah the prophet (our first reading from 1st Kings) are captivating.  He demonstrates very human emotions.  Today’s reading is the tail end of a much longer story in which the prophet practices social distancing… so to speak. He lives in a wadi – or a ravine – where a stream provides him water to drink and ravens bring him food to eat.  Then he shelters in place (again, so to speak) with a Gentile woman and her son for a year.  He ventures forth to compete with the court prophets (professional counsellors to the king).  When he wins the competition, he turns violent and kills his competitors.  His emotional high peeks when rain falls after an absence of 3 1/2 years.  His emotional low quickly follows (it often does), and his depression causes him to refuse to eat or drink, and presses endless sleep upon him.  

Elijah needs the help of another to cajole and encourage him to eat and drink.  Gradually, he regains some balance and strength, and as he does, he receives a sense of direction.  After making an extended journey, the prophet enters a cave (a balance between being on a mountain – an emotional high – and being in the earth – an emotional low.)
It is this balanced state that today’s first reading captures.  Here, in this somewhat self-aware state, he experiences gale force winds, the earth shaking violently beneath his feet, and out-of-control wild fires.  Elijah is free to release each, and they pass.  Lastly, he experiences a whisper that draws him out of himself.  Love – even when it is shouted from roof tops – is always a whisper that, when we are ready, is clearly heard.  The prophet – like us – fluctuates between hearing the whisper and having his ears blocked with fear.

Our Gospel story from Matthew helps us to see that God takes us where we are.  The disciples of Jesus are undone by the storm.  Fear grips them so tightly that they are hysterical.  Then, Peter seems to recover, but we soon see that his hysteria continues.  It is an uncontrollable fear that erupts repeatedly, and finally causes the male disciples to run and hide when Jesus is arrested.  It is a depression that deepens when Jesus is condemned and is crucified.  It is an hysteria that slams doors shut.
None of the disciples of Jesus are judged and condemned.  Rather, the disciples are accepted where they are, and the closed doors are no obstacle to the loving presence of God.  This is our hope.  We don’t have to be perfect in order to be loving… and more importantly, to receive a love that is eternally given.
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