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One memorable metaphor from my theological reading involves, of all things, a clown in a 

circus.  There is a clown who is all dressed up for a performance when fire breaks out in the tent.  

And so he rushes to the nearby village to get help.  But because of his attire, everyone thinks he 

is just putting on an act, and so they simply stand there, laughing and applauding.  And the 

harder he tries to convince them, the more amused they become, until finally, the fire reaches the 

town and destroys everything.  This metaphor was proposed to illustrate the dilemma facing the 

Church in evangelizing people of the modern era.  The idea was that the archaic formulas and 

enigmatic rituals of traditional religion had become so antiquated and unfamiliar that the believer 

of today was wearing a kind of clown suit that prevented anyone from taking him seriously.  The 

moral of the story was clear.  Christians simply had to shed the silly trappings, adapt their 

message to modern lingo, and thus regain credibility and cogency for the gospel.  This allegory 

shaped the thinking of a lot of folks around the time of Vatican II.  Many thought that by 

updating herself the Church would regain a favorable hearing.  So the liturgy was simplified and 

came to be celebrated in the native language of the worshipers.  Many priests and religious 

discarded their distinctive vesture and adopted the same style of dress as the laity.  Influential 

Catholics advocated for a more energetic and more positive mode of engagement w/ current 

issues of modernity.  Once we just took off the clown suit, everyone would take us seriously.  

Well, almost 50 years since the council opened and after many visible changes in the Church, 

things have not quite panned out as was hoped.  And so one finds much disappointment at this 

gap between past expectation and present reality.   

 

Now, I'm not saying that Vatican II was bad.  Quite the contrary!  It was an inspired moment in 

the Church's history and has brought us many blessings.  But the metaphor of the clown 

represents a sort of simplistic thinking that misunderstood the nature of evangelization, and it 

thereby fostered false hopes that were doomed to frustration.  What I'm getting at is that part of 

the dynamic of proclaiming the good news is the fearful possibility of its rejection.  And this is 

an element that stands front and center in today's Scriptures from Ezekiel and Mark.  It's good to 

examine these passages a bit.   

 

Ezekiel was a prophet exiled in Babylon.  When the kingdom of Judah was conquered by the 

Babylonians in the early part of the 6th century BC, many leading citizens were carried off into 

captivity.  Ezekiel was one of them.  Today's selection is drawn from his initial call to the 

prophetic ministry.  The Lord tells him up front that he is being sent to a tough audience; 

moreover, he makes no guarantee that they will heed the prophet's words.  And if you read the 

rest of the story, you understand why.  Ezekiel will tell his countrymen that, as bad as things are 

now, they're going to get still worse.  He will predict the destruction of Jerusalem and the 

demolition of the Temple.  He will indicate that this disaster is the fault of the chosen people 

whose infidelity drives God's Spirit from the sanctuary and paves the way for its dissolution.  

One must wade thru chapter after chapter of denunciation, condemnation, and reprobation before 

discovering consoling passages about a new covenant to be engraved on the hearts of the chosen 
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ones, about the spectacular resurrection of the dry bones into a revived nation, about the glory of 

the new temple in the rebuilt Jerusalem.   

 

Like many prophets before him, the Lord also gets an unfavorable reception in his own 

hometown, so he can't do a much good there.  Prophecy is often unpleasant.  It usually involves a 

critique of the status quo, an indictment of the hearers' lifestyle and a summons to change their 

ways.  This is certainly true of the Lord Jesus:  his initial proclamation is succinctly summarized 

as, "Repent, and believe in the gospel."  Repent means you're not ok, you're a sinner, you need to 

change; that's not what anyone wants to hear, nor does everyone accept it.  And so true prophets 

risk rejection and even martyrdom.   

 

One key lesson is that the current widespread rejection of the Church's proclamation does not 

mean that she is in the wrong.  It does not necessarily imply that we need simply to alter our 

media and modes of communication to ensure a welcome reception among contemporary 

hearers.  The problem is not to be blamed on a clown suit.  To be sure, evangelists must do 

everything to make the Gospel understandable and convincing to the modern world, and must be 

doubly sure that their lives reflect the message proclaimed.  Nonetheless, the painful potential for 

rejection remains, for it is part of the prophetic heritage --Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, the Christ 

himself all had to endure it.  Prophets are seldom popular.  The Lord does not demand that his 

followers be always successful, but rather that they be always faithful.  Indeed, he foresaw that 

his apostles would find no welcome in some places, and directed that they simply shake the dust 

from their feet and move on.   The rejection disciples suffer is one way whereby the Lord draws 

them into his Passion, part and parcel of which was his own bitter experience of rejection, first 

that of his own townsfolk, and later the definitive rejection upon the cross.   

 

Another lesson is that there is hope that the prophecy shall be heard . . . eventually.  This 

happened with the OT prophets.  Their words were not appreciated by their original audience, 

but they were not lost.  Through the providential action of the Spirit the prophecies were 

recorded and handed down through the centuries.  And they came to be better understood and 

appropriated by subsequent generations.  So the eloquent words of Isaiah would be 

comprehended only in light of the Incarnation and Passion of the Christ; the writings of this seer 

who died 700 years before the Lord's birth came to be known as the 5th gospel.  Likewise, the 

tender predictions of a new covenant found in Jeremiah and Ezekiel would find their fullest 

sense in the context of the Last Supper, where they gave meaning to the sacrificial death of 

Christ.  Such are the dynamics of the prophetic action of the Spirit.  We can hope that our words 

and witness, our sufferings and tears, will be received and honored by others, if not by our own 

people in our native place.  The Lord counsels us not to worry, but to trust and to abide in fidelity 

to his Word.  Though heaven and earth shall pass away, his Word, and those who witness to it, 

shall endure by force of his all-sustaining love.   


