5th Sunday Ordinary Time (B)


02/07/2021
There is a story told about Thomas Jefferson.  One bitterly cold evening in northern Virginia an old man waits for a ride across a river.  The wait seems endless.  His body is numb and stiff from the frigid north wind.  He hears the faint, steady rhythm of approaching hooves galloping along the frozen path.   Anxiously, he watches as several men on horses round the bend.  He lets the first one pass by without an effort to get his attention.  Then another passes, and another.  Finally, Jefferson nears the spot where the old man sits like a frozen statue.  As he draws near, the old man catches his eye and says, ‘Sir, would you mind giving an old man a ride to the other side?  There doesn’t appear to be a passageway by foot.’

Reining his horse, he replies, ‘Sure thing.  Hop aboard.’  Seeing that the old man is unable to lift his half-frozen body from the ground, Jefferson dismounts and helps the old man onto the horse.  He takes the old man not just across the river, but to his destination, which is just a short distance away.


As they near the tiny but cozy cottage, Jefferson’s curiosity causes him to inquire, ‘Sir, I noticed that you let several other riders pass without making an effort to secure a ride.  Then I came and you immediately asked me for a ride.  I am curious why on such a bitter winter night you would wait and ask the last rider.  What if I had refused and left you there?’

The old man lowers himself slowly from the horse, looks Jefferson in the eyes, and replies, ‘I’ve been around these parts for some time.  I reckon I know people pretty good.’  The old-timer continues, ‘I looked into the eyes of the other riders and immediately saw there was no concern for my situation.  It would have been useless even to ask them for a ride.  But when I looked into your eyes, kindness and compassion were evident.  I knew, then and there, that your gentle spirit would welcome the opportunity to give me assistance in my time of need.’

These heartwarming comments touch Jefferson deeply.  ‘I’m most grateful for what you have said,’ he tells the old man.  ‘May I never get too busy in my own affairs that I fail to respond to the needs of others with kindness and compassion.’

Job (our first reading) experiences extreme hardship.  The writer of the story tells us that he loses everything: family, possessions, wife, and his health.  The plot of the story is that Job wants to know why he is suffering.  He is angry and frustrated because he can’t make sense of what is happening to him.  Several friends visit with him, and try to be compassionate, but they are too concerned with maintaining their belief system.  Their need to protect prevents them from connecting with Job’s sufferings.


Today’s Gospel from Mark presents us with a contrasting picture.  Jesus is full of compassion.  It seems that his willingness and ability to suffer with other people is vast.  His disciples, however, are not as free.  They merely revel in the euphoria created by the many healings, and want Jesus to use this moment as an opportunity to elevate his and their prestige.  


Jesus chooses not to do this.  Another source motivates him.  Jesus experiences God loving indiscriminately.  He knows that his life unites with God.  He lives in the reality that God indiscriminately loves him.  This frees him to experience a union with others.  His disciples, however, experience God differently.  They live as though God discriminates.  This is the same belief of the friends of Job.

The freedom to act compassionately toward other people is an indicator of our experience of God.  The more compassionate we are, the more steeped we are in the reality that we all live in God’s indiscriminate love.
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