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The Greatest (Hunting) Story Ever Told

Good evening, everyone!  Like Father David, I’d like to welcome all of 

you to this year’s Hunting Mass as we celebrate the Feast of Our Lord 

Jesus Christ, King of the Universe.  How many of you were already out 

hunting this morning?  Any success?  How many are planning to go out 

tomorrow morning?  Well, I won’t wish you luck, but I will pray that 

you are both safe and successful.

If you’re like many hunters, I suspect that one of the most 

enjoyable aspects of hunting is the camaraderie, particularly sharing 

hunting stories, whether from today’s hunt or from hunts in years past.  

So, this evening, I’d like to share a hunting story with you, but it’s not 

one that most people would even recognize as one. As I hope you’ll see, 

however, it truly is a hunting story, and in several very distinctive ways.  

What is this hunting story?  It is the story of our salvation. Now, you 

might ask, “How is that a hunting story?”  Well, think about it.  Unlike 

most religions, Christianity is ultimately not about our search for God; 

rather, it’s about his search for us.  When Adam and Eve sinned and 

then hid in the Garden, God went looking for them.  When all of 

humanity sinned and was lost, the Father sent his Son to search for us, 

to hunt for us, and bring us home.  As powerfully described in the 

poem, “The Hound of Heaven,” God’s loving pursuit of us is deliberate 

and relentless, even when we flee from him.  Thus, the story of our 

salvation is the greatest hunting story ever told, and as Catholics, we 

need to learn this story and learn how to share it.   



Fortunately, Fr. John Riccardo of Detroit has summarized the 

story of our salvation in four distinct episodes: Created, Captured, 

Rescued, and Response.  Our diocese has adopted this framework for 

understanding and sharing the Good News, both among ourselves and 

with the world beyond.  As part of this effort in our own parishes, we 

will explore these four episodes in the weeks ahead.  On each of the four 

Sundays of Advent, Fr. David, Dcn. Dave or I will use our homily to 

focus on one of these episodes.  We are hoping that this framework 

becomes at least one of the ways you think about and talk about our 

faith.  Just like a rifle-scope can provide you with a clear, up-close 

image of your quarry, we hope Fr. Riccardo’s lens allows you focus 

more clearly on the most important details of our faith—the details of 

God’s ancient and continuing hunt for us.

This evening, I’ll be providing just a broad overview of this story, 

but I’ll do it from the perspective of somebody deer hunting up in a 

tree-stand.  From that elevated vantage point, we’ll consider just what 

we mean by those four episodes—the Creation, the Capture, the Rescue, 

and our Response.  

So, let’s start with the Creation. Last week, I heard from a great 

friend who lives down in the mountains of North Carolina.  He had just 

returned from a deer-hunt, and wrote to me about his first morning up 

in the tree-stand.  He described how the pre-dawn darkness slowly gave 

way to gray, and then how color seeped into the forest as the sun rose.  

He talked about the abundant crop of acorns produced by the oaks in 

the woods where he hunted, and about all the creatures harvesting those 

acorns from the trees and the forest floor.  As a biologist, he knew the 

names of all the birds and mammals and trees around him, so reading 



his account was almost like listening to Adam as he named each of 

God’s creatures at the dawn of creation.  Without intending to, my 

friend’s narrative made a very powerful point.  Creation is 

breathtakingly beautiful and as we can read in Genesis, when God 

looked around at all he had made, including the one creature made in 

his own image, He declared, “it is very good.”

So, from up in our tree-stand, we have a unique perspective on the 

goodness and glory of Creation.  Unfortunately, a tree-stand is also a 

somewhat risky vantage point.  For example, nationwide, fewer than 

half of all hunters use a safety harness every time they go up into a tree-

stand.  In Wisconsin, hunting in a stand is even riskier; even though 

two-thirds of hunters own a harness, less than a third of them actually 

use it.  In fact, recent statistics indicate that one out of three hunters will 

fall out of their tree-stand at least once during their life-time.  

However, even though the probability of a fall from a tree-stand 

seems high, it is actually quite low compared to another kind of 

Fall—our fall from grace and into sin.  Once our first parents fell in the 

Garden of Eden, the probability that we, too, would fall away from God 

was 100%.  Every single one of us sins, everyone of us slips away from 

or lets go of God at some point during our lives, and most of us, myself 

included, sin with disturbing regularity.  In our spiritual lives, when we 

fail to use a 5-point harness and maintain at least 3-point contact with 

God, a fall is completely predictable and, in fact, inevitable.  

And this brings up another sense in which this story is a hunting 

story.  Satan is hunting for us.  In fact, that’s why Jesus had to come 

hunting for us: because Satan had already bagged us.  We were his 

quarry, and he nailed us.  In terms of our tree-stand metaphor, Satan 



wants us to fall out of that tree.  He explicitly tempts us to be sloppy and 

careless in our relationship with God so that, as Chris Berman might 

say, we bumble, stumble, and tumble right out of that tree.  At every 

Mass, we pray to avoid that fate when we implore St. Michael to “be our 

defense against the wickedness and snares of the devil… [for] Satan and 

all the evil spirits prowl about the world seeking the ruin of souls.”  Or 

as St. Peter himself said in his first letter, “Be sober-minded and 

watchful, for your adversary, the devil, prowls around like a roaring 

lion, seeking someone to devour.”

So, humanity was hunted down and captured, enslaved by Satan 

and his two formidable allies, sin and death.  Now the story of 

salvation—God’s hunt for us—enters a new phase, so let’s return to 

that tree-stand.  When you hunt from a stand, it is essential that you be 

still, quiet, and camouflaged.  Why?  Because you intend to ambush the 

deer. You want to strike from hiding, so you do everything possible to 

avoid letting your quarry detect you.  Like countless creatures 

throughout the natural world, a deer hunter in a tree-stand is what 

biologists call an “ambush predator.”

In popular culture, one of the most daunting ambush predators is 

the trophy-hunting alien in the film, “Predator.”  With his light-bending 

active camouflage technology, the motionless predator is undetectable as 

he waits in ambush.  His prey never sees him coming.  So, we find 

ambush predators in both nature and in fiction, but how does that help 

us better understand the story of our salvation?  Because, as Fr. 

Riccardo explains, Jesus himself is an ambush predator.  When Jesus, 

the second person of the Blessed Trinity, became human, he, too, was on 

a hunting expedition.  As I noted earlier, he is obviously hunting for us 



to rescue us from the grip of evil.  He accomplishes that, however, as an 

ambush predator, ambushing Satan from the Cross.  Just like a hunter 

in his stand tethered to the tree, Jesus is also tethered to a tree—the tree 

of the Cross.  Like a deer-hunter, he is immobile and he is camouflaged.  

But there are two big differences.  First, the stakes in the two hunts are 

vastly different.  For a deer hunter in Wisconsin, life goes on whether or 

not you get venison in the freezer or a head mounted on your wall.  But 

if Jesus doesn’t take down our captor, life doesn’t go on.  Without 

Jesus’ rescue, we are condemned, barred from eternal life, and destined 

to be no more than trophies mounted by Satan on the walls of hell.

The other big difference between a deer hunter and Jesus’ hunt is 

that Christ is not just the ambush predator; he’s also the bait.  He’s 

camouflaged as a beaten, bloodied, broken failure, a convicted criminal, 

whose life is slipping away, ending in futility, failure and agony.  That’s 

the bait; that’s what lures Satan up close, confident of victory.  That’s 

what prompts the Prince of Evil to open the gates of death to 

Jesus—because he believes Jesus has already lost.  And let’s be honest, 

he had good reason to believe that.  Consider the scene in today’s 

Gospel passage.  Jesus’ closest friends are nowhere to be seen, and he is 

being mocked by practically everyone present atop Calvary—the Jewish 

rulers, the Roman soldiers, and even one of the other criminals.  His 

only ally, his only defender, is the other criminal slowly dying beside 

him.  The devil was having a field day.  As the seconds ticked by, as the 

blood fell drop by drop from our Lord’s body, Satan could see his 

adversary on the Cross fading.  Satan could almost taste victory.

And yet, in his arrogance, the devil was deceived, not realizing 

that it was through his death that Jesus, the Lord of the Universe, would 



strike a mortal blow against the great demon.  By entering into death, 

by entering decisively into Satan’s own kingdom, Jesus nailed his 

quarry and mortally wounded him.  As Paul writes in today’s passage 

from his first letter to the Colossians, God has “delivered us from the 

power of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved 

Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.”  Through 

his death and resurrection, Jesus Christ—the great ambush 

predator—set the criminal hanging beside him, and all the rest of us, 

free: free from certain death and free for eternal life.

So, from up in our tree-stand, we have seen the first three 

episodes of the great hunting story of salvation: the beauty, glory, and 

grace of Creation, the horror and pain of our Capture—that is, our fall 

from grace, and finally, the profound joy of our Rescue by Jesus Christ.  

You’ll be learning more about these three critical episodes from Fr. 

David and Deacon Dave in the weeks ahead.  Then, on the Fourth 

Sunday of Advent, I’ll be preaching about the one remaining 

episode—our Response, our response to the bold rescue, the essential 

rescue, pulled off by our Savior, the Lord of the Universe.  I’ll explore 

how our response becomes one more element of the greatest hunting 

story ever told.  Until then, however, I’d like to make one suggestion, 

which I’ll share with you in a final visit to our tree stand.

As I was preparing this homily, I came across multiple web-sites 

which offered tips about how to avoid boredom while hunting from 

your tree stand.  Back in the day, when hunters were hunting for their 

survival and the survival of their families, there was no boredom.  In 

fact, the word, boredom, didn’t even exist until 1853.  Now it’s so 

prevalent that there are websites with suggestions about how to avoid it 



while hunting.  I found a bunch of different lists, but I’ll share one of 

them—the Top 10 tree-stand activities to avoid boredom: nap, doodle, 

snack, play with a deck of cards, text, take selfies, rehearse your shot, 

write, read, and—the number one tip for avoiding boredom, the one I 

actually found in first place on multiple lists—play games on your smart 

phone.  Another source even recommended doing yoga up in the tree-

stand!  In my opinion, those lists range from ironic to ludicrous, and 

from distracting to dangerous.  Significantly, not a single list mentioned 

the most valuable activity you could pursue when experiencing the 

triple blessings of silence, stillness, and solitude—the act of prayer.  Our 

culture is so allergic to acknowledging, validating and promoting our 

relationships with God that these list-makers couldn’t conceive of 

including “prayer” on a list of things to do when you’ve literally got 

nothing else to do but sit and wait, like a good ambush-predator.

So, while you’re up in your tree-stand or in a deer blind waiting 

for your prey, take some time to pray.  And let me suggest a specific 

prayer for this hunting season in addition to the important prayers for 

safety and success while hunting.  As we approach Advent, pray for a 

deeper understanding and appreciation of your salvation story.  Ask the 

Lord to help you realize how completely dependent you are on his 

saving mercy.  Without our rescue by Jesus, there is no help; there is no 

hope.  There is no other name by which we are saved.  So beg him to 

help you realize that, to help you recognize the depth of your sin, and 

the depth from which he has rescued you, and rescued all of us.  Only 

then can you fully experience the gratitude his rescue deserves and 

respond with the love such a rescue warrants.  And then, with a prayer 

of thanksgiving, go and bag the buck.


