27th Sunday Ordinary Time (C) 


10/02/2016

Many years ago I would visit a woman who was dying of cancer.  As the disease progressed and it became more apparent that she would not survive, Joan – someone who had prayed most of her life – shared that she was no longer able to pray.  She wanted to believe in God.  She wanted to be good.  She wanted to get to heaven.  She was distraught, felt guilty and ashamed.  

The prayer that she had practiced was her praying to God.  It was her relationship with God.  She had lived this way (being in control) for numerous years and it had almost always sustained her… even during trying times.  Now, as she faced her mortality, anxiety and fear, pain and grief grabbed hold of her heart and she felt abandoned.


I had no way to fix what she was feeling.  I had no answers to her questions.  I had nothing to offer her.  This was a journey that she had to make on her own.  Here was a vivacious, mischievous friend who was dissolved in despair, and all that I could do was sit with her in silence and sorrow.

Then, Joan (for some reason) stopped asking for her faith to be increased, and like the prophet Habakkuk, cried out to God in her grief.  The answer that she received – also like the answer received by the prophet – was both less than satisfying and an experience that sustained her.  Internally, she heard, ‘I am with you.’  It was a promise that was both realized (which sustained her) and yet to come (which required her to wait).
Most of us – because it is something that we are taught and because it is the beginning of our journey into God – pray to God, feel that we have to have faith in God.  This approach can sustain us for a portion of our lives.  Then life intervenes: we lose our job, our partner changes, we are bullied at school or at our job, a loved one becomes ill and dies, our image of ourselves changes, and the way that we pray and the faith that we have can no longer sustain us.  We are lost, discouraged, in pain, and hopefully – like the prophet, Habakkuk - we cry out in our pain.
My friend, Joan, didn’t experience relief immediately.  Yet, somehow, she was able to wait because something or Someone sustained her as she waited.  Gradually, she began to trust that she was not alone and that she had not been abandoned.  As she waited, she found that she was free to serve others.

The freedom to serve others comes from our experiencing that another sustains us.  Our fears and anxieties diminish and with their diminishment we gradually stop expecting others to serve us.  We become like the servants in today’s Gospel story from Luke, we serve without thinking because we know that we are served.
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