Bishop Bradley’s Reflections on the Sunday Readings

February 1, 2015    Fourth Sunday in Ordinary Time

I know there’s an old saying about the month of March, that if it “comes in like a Lion it will go out like a Lamb” (or vice versa).  I am not aware of a similar saying for the month of February.  But, whether there is or not, the 2nd and shortest month of the year is certainly making its’ entrance in a rather ferocious manner with the predicted 10-14 inch-snowfall that we find ourselves in the midst of on this Sunday morning; may it’s exit 28 days from now be much more lamb-like!


No matter what the weather is like here, or throughout the Great Lakes/Northeast part of the country, most people’s attention is focused on the dry/warm western part of the country where, in Phoenix a little later today, Super Bowl 49 will take place between the defending Champion Seahawks and the “deflate-gate”-ridden Patriots.  Whether people watch this “secular holyday” for the merits of the football game, for the cleverness of the commercials, or the excitement of the half-time entertainment, most people’s attention is moving away from snow or any other normal Sunday activity and shortly will be riveted on “the Big Game”.  

But as we are gathered together for the celebration of the Fourth Sunday in Ordinary Time, our Loving God calls us to focus our absolute attention on what is of the greatest importance in our lives:  our relationship with Him and the power/authority of His Word.  God speaks His life-giving Word to free us from our fears and all undue anxiety, and to lead us to live our lives in His Love.


In the First Reading from the Book of Deuteronomy, we see the great Moses, as he was coming to the end of his life, preparing to hand over his leadership role to another.  It was then that he told the people that the Lord would “raise up for you from among your own kin a prophet like me.”  Of course from our faith perspective, we know that Moses was not just talking about his immediate successor, Joshua, but he was actually foretelling the time 1,000 years from then of the coming into the world of Jesus, our Lord and Savior, Who is the Word of God made flesh.   Today’s Psalm Refrain insists on the importance of changing our hearts so that we are able to listen to God’s Voice.  In today’s Second Reading, St. Paul urged his beloved Corinthians to “be free of anxieties,” no matter whether they were married and devoted to the care of their spouse/family, or whether they were unmarried and devoting their whole attention to the Lord.  Fears and anxieties can plague any person, no matter what life-vocation he/she might be living.  Fears and anxieties distract us, and keep us from being at peace; they lead us away from trust in God.  And in today’s Gospel passage, we see Jesus absolutely focused on His mission.  He was not distracted by anything or anyone. In the first Chapter of St. Mark’s Gospel, Jesus is baptized, He gathers His first disciples around Him, and then goes immediately to His hometown synagogue in Capernaum where He taught with such authority that, St. Mark tells us, “the people were astonished at His teaching for He taught them as One having authority and not as the scribes.”


Last Fall I had the great privilege of standing in the very ruins of that home-town synagogue in Capernaum where Jesus taught with such authority when I was on the Pilgrimage for Peace with 17 other U.S. Bishops.  Even amidst the ruins of the huge sandstone blocks, I tried to picture Jesus sitting there----the very Word of God in the flesh---teaching those present there from His first-hand knowledge as God. No wonder the people were struck with the fact that His teaching was so different from that of the Scribes.  It is this same Jesus---the very Word of God made Flesh---who speaks to our hearts gathered together here on this Fourth Sunday in Ordinary Time.

I have no doubt that we have a lot of other things on our mind right about now.  We might be anxious about the snow and how we’re going to be able to get home; we might be distracted by the events scheduled for today’s Super Bowl party or other gatherings.   There might be other, much more serious concerns that are making us worried, fearful, or anxious; it could be financial concerns, fears about our own health or that of a loved one, or anxiety about our future---where we are going in life.


The ultimate “fear” facing any of us human beings is that of death; while it is a reality that awaits us all, it remains in many ways a mystery---an unknown---and therefore, something to be anxious about or to fear.  My dear friend Jim, who I had the privilege of anointing and for whom I was able to celebrate the Last Rites of the Church a week ago Friday, was called Home to God this past Monday morning.  I didn’t think his death would come so quickly, but the sacraments clearly brought him spiritual peace and that, along with his quickly deteriorating physical condition, allowed his peaceful death to take place just three days later. I had the privilege of celebrating his funeral Mass this past Friday.  While death remains a mystery for all of us, our faith assures us that Jesus has solved that mystery for all of us and, once for all, has destroyed the power of sin and death through His Word, and through His powerful suffering, death and resurrection.   That is the “authority” which should continue to “astonish” and gratefully amaze all of us as people of faith.   

The very reason why God promised Moses that He would “raise up” a great Prophet, and the reason why God sent us His only-begotten Son Jesus as the Living Word among us, is to bring us freedom from fears and anxieties, just as St. Paul urged the Corinthians to experience.   Some people try to find relief from their fears and anxieties in such distractions as today’s Super Bowl Game---through parties, maybe alcohol, and delicious food and drinks.  Each of us needs to make sure that we are aware of what defensive mechanisms we might employ to deliver us from our fears and anxieties.  I recently read that according to the Anxiety and Depression Association of America 40 million adults in the U.S. suffer from anxiety disorders.  That’s 18 percent of the population who suffer from anxiety, sometimes accompanied by depression, and often using various anxiety prescriptions such as Xanax, Valium or Prozac.  


Some might say that anxiety is the mark of spiritual insecurity.  St. Therese of Lisieux, the Little Flower, wrote:  “Apprehension about the future takes us away from the gift God is offering.  We use up our interior energy which should be centered on the grace being provided.  To welcome that grace in all its fullness of strengthening and enlightenment, we turn away from the nagging tug of worry.  Anxiety would distract us from the message of merciful love our God wants to communicate in our immediate experience.“


Our faith celebrates the reality that our God is with us!  That is as real and as true as the snow piling up outside!  That truth alone should be the only “prescription” that we need to help us to face our fears and anxieties---the reality that our God is right here, with us; we are not alone; Jesus, the Word of God in the Flesh, has saved us, and remains with us through the Church and in the sacraments.   On this Fourth Sunday in Ordinary Time, as we begin a new month in the midst of what some are calling “snow-opolis,” even as we deal with our worries and fears, let us take heart and find our strength in this truth: our God is with us!  It is that Truth which brought my dear friend Jim peace of mind and heart and enabled him to embrace the mystery of death with confidence and in peace; it is that same Truth which enables each of us to live our lives with joy, no matter what else we are facing in our lives.  As long as we open our hearts to Jesus---God’s Word in the Flesh--- and remember:  “If today you hear God’s Voice, harden not your hearts.” 

God bless you, now and always.

Faithfully yours in Christ,
+ Bishop Paul J. Bradley


