32nd Sunday in Ordinary Time (B) 

11/08/2015
Completely relying upon God to provide for all of our needs is sometimes put forward as good for us to do, but – let’s face it – it is seldom achieved by us.  Our first reading from the First Book of Kings and the Gospel from Mark identify two widows as models for us to emulate.

The first widow, who is resigned to her fate, isn’t convinced and initially resists the request of the prophet Elijah. It is only when the prophet helps her know hope that she is able to trust.

When I was in high school, I was struggling with a course.  I had ended the previous year barely passing.  Then, the very first test that I took the next academic year, I failed.  The teacher must have seen the look of despair and resignation in my eyes and, speaking quietly, encouraged me.  It was enough to give me hope, that I could improve, and to trust that improvement was a real possibility.

We don’t know the background of the widow in the gospel story.  What we do know is that Jesus recognizes in her a security that frees her to be of service to others.  The Scribes and Pharisees, in contrast, demonstrate their insecurity by making demands of others, and making their importance felt by requiring signs of respect and seats of honor.  Jesus tells his disciples that the thinking of the Scribes and Pharisees is self-centered and intransigent.  The action of the widow, however, shows that her self-centered thinking is changing to being concerned for others.

A common way of thinking is that if we are sharing anything, it must come from our disposable income or things that we no longer use.  Drawing from our non-disposable resources or reserve is thought foolish.  We are convinced that they must remain self-sufficient by guarding – ironically – that which doesn’t last: reputation, possessions, and achievements.  This way of thinking, in the end, keeps our focus on ourselves: what we think are my needs, my resources, my possessions, and prevents us from knowing hope, that opens our hearts to trust, and frees us to receive and offer love.  Trust, then, is the product of hope, and hope is the product of knowing that we are loved.
It is the job of religion to model this for us.  Unfortunately, religion is too often more like the religion of the Scribes and Pharisees.  It is insecure and lacks freedom.  The result is a slow disintegration into laws, contracts, and business transactions.

Practicing hope that leads to trust can be as simple as taking fifteen to thirty minutes each day (or most days) in which we practice a willingness to put aside all of our important plans, jobs, people, concerns, anxieties, hurts, and whatever else we deem important.  Our minds and bodies will rebel.  Our normal way of thinking will clearly tell us that ‘This is a waste of time.  We could be doing something much more productive.’  Our repeated action of practicing, however, will gradually change our way of thinking and allow us to know hope, that permits us to trust in Someone, which frees us to know love and be of service to others.
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