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29th Ordinary 29 in Ordinary Time 
Cycle C, 10.20.19 

Exodus 17:8-13; 2 Timothy 4:6-8,16-18;           
Luke 18:1-8 

PRAY WITHOUT CEASING;                        
WAIT WITHOUT DOUBTING  

 A few encounters this week made me 
stop and realize several things about our 
Catholic faith, namely, it’s fascinating, it can 
be puzzling to many people, including 
Catholics and, because of our long history 
and tradition, it can be greatly 
misunderstood. And the same thing can be 
said of the Bible – our Judeo-Christian 
testaments – Old and New, Hebrew and 
Christian scriptures. I had a conversation 
with a parishioner a couple days ago and in 
the course of our discussion, he mentioned 
his struggle with scriptures, especially when 
different passages contradict one another, 
or portray God as vengeful, angry and 
vindictive. “I thought we believe that ‘God is 
love.’ If so, how come so many bible stories 
describe God as anything but love?” He had 
a very good point and reflected an issue that 
many people have with the Bible. 

 
 A second conversation was with one 
of the workers who’s doing the painting in 
the vestibule, the last piece of our long 
construction project. After seeing the 
worker a few days in a row and checking in 
on the progress of his work, he said to me: 
You seem like a guy I could talk to and ask 
some questions about religion. Then he 
shared with me some misgivings he had 
about the Catholic Church. I think he 
probably worships at a fundamentalist 
Christian Church, where Catholics are often 

given a bum rap. He was curious about why 
we pray to saints, and why we make such a 
big deal about Mary. Isn’t Jesus supposed to 
be the center of it all? Why do you have 
statues and images? Doesn’t the Bible say: 
‘Do not have strange gods before me?’ 

Talking with him reminded me that too often 
our Catholic small “t” traditions have 
obscured our capital “T” traditions; 
secondary aspects of our faith, like 
devotions and rituals, have overshadowed 
the primary focus of our faith – love of God 
and neighbor, works of mercy and charity, 
friendship with Jesus and union with God’s 
Spirit.   
 A third conversation took place this 
week at the diocesan Presbyteral Council 
meeting. I was re-elected to a second term, 
on the council which is a body of about 
fifteen priests representing various ages and 
locations of the clergy throughout the 
diocese. We meet several times a year with 
the Bishop as a sounding board for areas of 
need and concern in the Diocese – 
everything from Claire’s House, the recently-
opened home for girls who are being 
rescued from human trafficking in the 
Oakland area, to how to communicate 
appropriate Catholic funeral practices within 
our parishes, to disaster preparedness, as 
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well as social and political issues being 
discussed in the California State legislature 
and how our principles of Catholic Social 
teaching can help inform our response as a 
Catholic community.  
 Bishop Barber began our meeting by 
sharing an article entitled “Just 1/3 of U.S. 
Catholics agree with their church that the 
Eucharist is the body and blood of Jesus.” 
That led to a discussion among us priests 
about what it means to say that “Jesus is 
really present in the Eucharist” – in the bread 
and wine that we share at Mass. The 
church’s time-honored way of 
understanding this mystery is called 
“transubstantiation” – the idea that during 
Mass, the bread and wine at the altar 
become the body and blood of Jesus Christ. 
That is, the “substance of bread and wine,” 
through the prayer of the church and the 
power of the Holy Spirit, become for us the 
substance of the Body and Blood of Christ. A 
new survey found that most self-described 
Catholics don’t believe this core teaching. 
Nearly seven-in-ten Catholics say they 
personally believe that, during Mass, the 
bread and wine are only symbols of the body 
and blood of Jesus Christ.  

Obviously, this statistic is very 
disconcerting and discouraging to the bishop 
and to any of us entrusted with leadership 
roles in the church. What can we do about 
this?  Several of my brother priests raised 
the concern that we need more accessible 
ways to communicate this truth of our faith, 
and that the term “transubstantiation,” a 
word that comes from Aristotelian and 
Thomistic philosophical categories rather 
than from a scriptural basis, needs to be 
translated in ways that relate to our human 
experience today. My own response was to 
say my faith is in Jesus, not in a concept or 
description that describes a process. 
Eucharist is more a verb than a noun – an 

action rather than an object. I believe that in 
our sharing of the bread and wine at each 
Eucharist, we receive and offer the very life 
of Christ to the gathered assembly – the real 
presence of Jesus in our midst who said: This 
is my Body; this is my Blood. And the most 
important reality and transformation is that, 
through our sharing, we become what we 
receive. We become the Body and Blood of 
Christ – his very presence in the world. 

 
How we explain this mystery which is 

beyond our comprehension is a challenge. 
The statistics which indicate that so many 
people have been unable to understand and 
accept such a fundamental belief of our faith 
demonstrates the need for clearer 
communication and more relevant ways of 
sharing the basics of who we are and what 
we believe. One of the younger members of 
the council offered the best suggestion when 
he said: Maybe the survey asked the wrong 
question? Maybe we should ask the People 
of God what the Eucharist means to them 
rather than telling them what it should 
mean. Let’s listen to them and to their 
experience. We may be surprised by the 
depth of their faith and their relationship 
with Jesus Christ in the Eucharistic feast. 
With that I wholeheartedly agree. 

 So, what do my encounters this week 
that called into question the meaning of the 
Bible, an understanding of God, some of the 
practices of our Catholic faith and the 
experience of Christ in the Eucharist have to 
do with today’s scripture? Perhaps this: 
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In our Old Testament reading from the Book 
of Exodus, Moses, with hands uplifted, is 
praying that God will help the Israelites 
slaughter their enemy. Moses’ prayer is 
answered: And Joshua mowed down Amalek 
and his people with the edge of the sword.  

From that story should our understanding of 
God be that, if we pray hard enough, God will 
be on our side and help us annihilate anyone 
we deem to be our enemy? [Wouldn’t that 
attitude open up possibilities for how to deal 
with your noisy neighbor?] In the gospel 
parable, is God to be compared to the hard-
hearted judge whom the poor widow has to 
badger and threaten in order to get a just 
judgement? [You parents see that all the 
time when your son or daughter won’t let up 
in bugging you for something.] 

Both those interpretations would contradict 
what St. Paul tells Timothy in today’s epistle: 
All Scripture is inspired by God and is useful 
for teaching, for refutation, for correction, 
and for training in righteousness….  

All scripture will be useful to us, but 
only if our perceptions of what God’s victory 
looks like and how God can be real to us 
changes. Questions about God, uncertainty 
about the Church and puzzlement over the 
scriptures are good and helpful. They remind 
us that all things human – scripture, 
doctrines, creeds, sacraments and rituals – 
are ultimately pale and incomplete 
reflections of God. They all lead us to further 
questions and those questions, ultimately, 
lead us to the heart of God – the God who 
relativizes every human certainty and truly 
answers every question and concern that 
troubles us. As Pope Francis has said "If 
someone has the answers to all the questions 
-- that is proof that God is not with him…. You 
must leave room for the Lord, not for our 
certainties; we must be humble."   

May we all humble ourselves 
before the living God 

as we pray with persistence 
and wait with assurance 

for the answer 
to all our doubts and concerns – 

the answer who is God’s very self. 

John Kasper, OSFS 
  


