
            

 

25th Sunday in Ordinary Time 

Cycle B, 9.19.21 
Wisdom 2:12,17-20/James 3:16-4:3/ 

Mark 9:30-37 
 

THE RISK OF FAITH; 
 THE CERTAINTY OF GRACE 

As humans we really want to 
have clear answers in our lives, but, 
as humans, there is no quick or easy 
way to get there, and even when we 
think we’ve arrived, there are always 
lingering suspicions. “Did I do the 
right thing?” “Was my decision the 
best I could have made?” “Will I be 
able to live with the choice I made or 
the path I took?” The scriptures today 
give us insight into this challenging 
and inescapable process of decision-
making. We are reminded that, as 
believers, we strive not for certainty, 
but for fidelity. 
 In the sixteenth century 
Thomas More served King Henry VIII 
as Lord High Chancellor of England. 
You’ll recall that Thomas opposed 
King Henry’s desire to rid himself of 
his first wife Catherine so he could 
marry Anne Boleyn. In his play about 
Thomas More, A Man For All Seasons, 
the author Robert Bolt has Thomas 
explain to his daughter Margaret why 
he is taking the difficult and 
dangerous position he does in 
opposition to the king. When 
Margaret objects that she cannot 
understand how her father can be so 
certain that he is right, Thomas More 

replies that he is by no means 
certain. He says in the play:  

 
God made angels to show him 
splendor, as he made animals for 
innocence and plants for their 
simplicity, But Man he made to serve 
him wittingly in the tangle of his 
mind. God doesn’t want splendor or 
simplicity or innocence from us. God 
wants us to serve God in the tangle of 
our minds. We ought not try to be an 
angel, or for that matter, an animal 
or a plant. We only have to be human 
beings. Isn’t that what Jesus did? He 
emptied himself, not to become an 
angel, but to become a human being. 
 To be human is to be endlessly 
caught in a web of decisions among 
partial goods. It involves choosing 
between shades of grey, seldom if 
ever between absolute black and 
white. It means taking the risk of 
discerning the good and acting upon 
it insofar as you can see the good, 
knowing that you never see it with 
perfect clarity. To live and work and 
serve God and our brothers and 
sisters in the tangle of our minds 
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demands infinite patience with 
ourselves and with one another-- all 
the virtues that St. James 
recommends today: leniency, 
sympathy, peace, impartiality, 
sincerity.  

If we realize that when we 
discern the good and make decisions, 
we do so in fear and trembling, 
knowing that we can never have full 
knowledge, perfect clarity and final 
wisdom, then we may be less inclined 
to beat people over the heads with 
the decisions that we’ve made. We 
must ceaselessly enter into 
conversations with others in the 
expectation that they too are trying 
to choose life rather than death, but, 
like us, are also puzzled about the 
various ways of moving toward life 
and away from death. And the 
various paths must be honored and 
respected even as we criticize one 
another’s choices, because we begin 
by assuming that all of us are trying 
to serve God the best we can in “the 
tangle of our minds.” 
 One of the besetting problems 
of the church is the assumption that, 
somehow or other, faith leads to 
clear and simple answers. There are 
times when we wish it could be so, 
and there are those rare moments 
when it may be so, when a response 
comes to us as clear as autumn’s 
harvest moon. But in most of our 
experience, faith seldom provides 

answers. It does raise questions and 
prods us to explore the truth. In that 
sense, faith is a greater gift than 
certitude because it guarantees our 
humility and invites our ultimate 
dependence upon God. 

 
 The scriptures today present us 
with a picture of a good people being 
assailed by forces without and within. 
Those forces are causing a tug-of-
war. The Book of Wisdom portrays 
the wicked plotting against the “just 
one.” His enemies would love to see 
him fall, so they put him to the test, 
taunting him and hoping that God 
won’t be there for him in his hour of 
need. The “just one” has to decide: 
“Will he succumb or will he place his 
life in God’s hands?” The disciples too 
are caught by Jesus. Their debate is 
pitting them against one another as 
they argue about who’s the greatest. 
Their inner voices have to decide: “Do 
I leave the business of rank and 
importance to God and simply serve 
in the manner of Jesus? Or do I spend 
my energies trying to prove myself 
better than others?”  

Jesus made their decision 
easier when he brought a child 
before them. He didn’t use the child 
as a sign of innocence or simplicity.  
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In the first-century Mediterranean 
world of Jesus, children didn’t live a 
secure life; it was one of terror. A 
child’s chance of surviving to the age 
of sixteen was only forty percent 
because of incurable diseases and 
poor hygiene. Jesus used the child as 
an example of living with risk and 
uncertainty. To be a part of God’s 
kingdom the disciples would have to 
welcome risk and uncertainty into 
their lives, not the security that 
comes from being the greatest and 
on top of others. A life of faith in 
Jesus is a life that inevitably means 
facing suffering and death, but 
ultimately a share in Christ’s 
resurrection. How revealing that 
those who don’t understand the 
words of Christ are none other than 
the Twelve, his apostles -- the very 
foundation stones of the Church. 
They’re afraid to question Jesus but 
they do remain with him even when 
they don’t fully comprehend. Their 
faith takes over where their 
comprehension fails them. The 
fidelity of the apostles forms the 
foundation for the faith of all of us. 

 Thomas Merton, the great 
contemplative monk and spiritual 
guide, whose voice still rings loudly in 
this world through his writings, once 
wrote this prayer asking for God’s 
guidance through challenge and 
turmoil. Many people have made it 
their prayer too. Perhaps today you 
could make it your own as you ask 
God where he is inviting you to take 
greater risk in your own life: 

My Lord God, 
I have no idea where I am going. 
I do not see the road ahead of me. 
I cannot know for certain where it will 
end. Nor do I really know myself, 
and the fact that I think I am 
following your will does not mean 
that I am actually doing so. 
 But I believe that the desire to 
please you does in fact please you. 
And I hope I have that desire in all 
that I am doing. I hope that I will 
never do anything apart from that 
desire. 
 And I know that if I do this, 
you will lead me by the right road 
though I may know nothing about it. 
Therefore will I trust you always 
though I may seem lost and in the 
shadow of death. I will not fear,  
for you are ever with me, and you will 
never leave me to face my perils 
alone.     

John Kasper, osfs 


