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by Edward Foley, OFM Capuchin   Twenty-Seventh Sunday of the Year, Cycle A 
 

 
 
It was a Saturday morning this past summer 
 The 12th of August to be exact 
 I had gotten up early, was enjoying the quiet 
 And putting the finishing touches on the next day’s homily 
 

 About 7:00 a.m. I received a 3-line text from a friend 
 “you preaching tomorrow?” 
 “have you seen the news?” 
 ”blessings if you are” 
 

 I had not seen the news 
  The news of white supremacists 
  And their torch-lit parade  
  Through the main quadrangle of the University of Virginia 
  Shouting racist and anti-Semitic slurs 
  Reminiscent of Hitler youth marches 
 

 Nor was I prepared for the unfolding news of the day 
  The “unite the right” rally 
  Counter protesters 
  Self-styled militia outfitted with semiautomatic guns 
 

  Skirmishes, clashes, violence 
  And then a car driven into a group of pedestrians 
   a 32-year-old woman dead 
   19 injured 
  Then the crash of a police helicopter monitoring the event 
  Two officers dead 
 

The next day, Sunday the 13th of August,  
 The church gave us readings about God in the whispers 
 A psalm interceding for kindness 
 And a gospel about Jesus walking turgid waters 
  Calming a storm, saving a sinking Peter 
 

 The church preached,  
  With an ache in the pit of our stomachs 
 The liturgy unfolded  
  With acts of repentance 
  And prayers for peace 
 And this community renewed its commitment 
  To justice, the dignity of all, and communion in Christ 
 

That same friend texted me last Monday 
 After the Las Vegas massacre 
 She didn’t ask if I had seen the news 
 She didn’t ask if I was preaching 
 She just sent the hope for a blessing 
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She had just been through the days of Awe 
  the Jewish New Year and Yom Kippur 
  Days of acknowledging sin and renewing the covenant   
 

 Her blessing did not come across 
  As some glib greeting or random digital cliché  
  But a prayer birthed in wonder, nourished in repentance 
   And proffered in this moment  
   of profound shock, horror and grief 
 

And so her gift prompts me to wonder 
 what is the blessing this liturgy promises 
 in the aftermath of this week’s record-shattering carnage 
 With its hymns that declare how we are gathered as one 
  Or invite us to taste and see God’s goodness 
 

 What is the blessing 
 In Isaiah’s image of a vineyard with its watchtower 
  Eerily reminiscent of a towering hotel near a concert venue 
  Become a killing field 
 And the prophet’s discordant words about  
  Trampling, ruin, bloodshed and outcry? 
 

 What is the blessing 
  In Matthew’s tale 
  About absentee landlords and recalcitrant tenants 
  About beating, stoning, killing and the death of the son? 
 

Is it foolish, to seek refuge in ancient texts and ancient rituals 
 To scour the sayings of long dead prophets 
 And those of a Mediterranean peasant  
  Put to death for sedition 
 

 As though they will bring us  
  Solace in this time of national soul-searching 
  Peace in this time of societal distress 
  And offer some direction 
  For navigating the gnawing, pestilent grief 
  Born of the death of 58 innocents 
    

 If truth be told 
  I do not believe that some hidden wisdom 
  Lies dormant in these revered texts and rituals 
  To be unlocked through clever study 
  Or mind bending exegesis 
 

Instead, it seems to me the wisdom of the  
  Texts and tunes, Rituals and prayers  
 

 Reside in us, in the community of the beloved 
  And is broken open 
  When we submit to the rituals 
  Allow ourselves to be interrogated by the liturgy 
  That then allows us to hear more clearly 
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  The voice of the spirit that broods over us 
   And this beautiful and ravaged world 
  Prodding us to even more intense kingdom work 
 

Such wisdom breaks open 
 When we refuse the easy binaries of texts and ritual 
  Of Gentile and Jew 
  Of insider and outsider 
  Of leaders and followers 
  Of landholder and wicked tenant 
 

 And recognize even in those metaphors 
  A call to a collective examination of conscience 
  An examination of our own ambiguous  

and often self-serving stances  
  Before God, each other, and even our selves 
 

All three readings today 
 Found their original context 
 In one of oppression, occupation, and diminishment 
 

 Isaiah is prophesying  
  When the kingdom of Judah was oppressed by Assyria 
  And on the brink of Jerusalem’s conquest and destruction 
 

 Paul, in his uncharacteristic sweetness 
  Is writing to the Philippians from prison 
  As he awaited a trial that would end his life 
 

 Matthew presents a Jesus in the throes of holy week 
  Having arrived on a donkey 
  Driven out money changers 
  Cursed a fig tree 
  And locked in a spiritual battle with chief priests and elders 
  That would soon culminate in his arrest, trial and death 
 

When we bring our teetering city and society to these texts 
 wracked by racism and unrelenting violence 
 Shocked by the cold blooded murder of 58 country music fans 
 But maybe no longer shocked by the murder  
  Of all most 10 times that number  
  On the streets of Chicago this year 
 

 When questions about leadership and integrity 
  Diplomacy and brinkmanship 
  Preferential treatment of some disaster victims over others 
  And the shattering of the dreams of dreamers 
  Occupy our public discourse 
 

Then we are compelled to abandon any facile reading 
 Of the texts and rituals of today’s liturgy 
 To abandon any easy alliance with a righteous landlord 
 So that we can, in turn, condemn those “wicked tenants”  
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Blaming tenants who never did a day’s work 
  Blaming those who concocted the scheme to kill the son 
  Blaming others for the violence 
 

For Jesus parables are not evangelical catapults 
 For launching the blame on others 
 Even on lone gunmen on the 32nd floor 
 

 But are evangelical boomerangs 
  That brand us as at least implicated by omission  
  If not explicitly complicit in our societal woes 
 

The sins of the nation weigh on us all 
 Because we are self-implicated in the violence and terror 
 exposed individually and collectively 
  as tending some vineyards not others 
  Investing in some harvests, letting other fields fall fallow 
  And too often focused only on our own plot of land 
 

 Thus we find ourselves part of a national fabric 
  In which the common good is frayed 
   Even unraveled 
  And the “United states” of America 
  Is on the brink of becoming a zombie concept 
   With little uniting us  
 

We are all at least partially responsible 
 for the violence on our streets 
 the diminishment of human dignity 
 

And for wall building around our personal and national vineyards 
 So that we recognize the national horror of the Vegas massacre 
 But are too often blind 
 The horror of human diminishment even genocide 
 That erupts today across our global village  
 

So this very ordinary Sunday in this devastating week 
 Becomes a kind of fresh Yom Kippur 
 Our own day of awe 
  Thus a Mass in which we chose not to sing the Gloria 
  To linger in an extended Kyrie 
  A momentary October Lent 
 So that we can confess our collective inattentiveness  
  if not failure 
 that contributes to the crucifixion of the innocent 
 

 If we are insinuated in corporate sin, even death 
  So must we recommit 
  To collaborating in corporate absolution, even resurrection 
 

 For we are people 
  Who profess that resurrection comes from death 
  That life can be prodded from darkness 
  That hope can be forged amidst such loss and despair 
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 And that even the inexplicable hatred of a psychopath 
  Armed with 23 weapons 
  Thousands of rounds of ammunitions 
  And hammers to smash through plated glass 
 

 Can be contravened 
  In this liturgy of compassion   
  That compels us ... to ritualize, enact, and realize 
  Such empathy and compassion 
  in our city, our community, our world 
 

 Through prophetic words and bold actions 
  That declares no to guns 
  No to lobbies of greed 
  No to industries of death 
  No to inert leadership that is unwilling to act 
 

 And yes, to the flourishing of life  
  Amongst all of God’s children 
 

This past week, to soothe my soul 
 I returned to a YouTube video 
 Recorded after the November 2015 onslaught in Paris 
 In which 130 folk were killed in multiple venues 
 

In that video a reporter interviewed 6 year Brandon 
 standing in a Paris square, in his father’s embrace 
 where people were laying flowers and lighting candles  
  to honor the victims 

 

The reporter asks the boy if he understood why terrorists attacked  
In simple but crisp French he replies 
“Yes, because they’re very very very mean," 
 Tres, tres, tres mechant 
"Bad guys aren’t very nice. And we really have to be careful because we have to change homes.”  
 Il faut changer maison 

But his dad reassures him, “No, don’t worry, we don’t have to change homes. France is our 
home.” – C’est la France le maison 
 

"But there are bad guys, Daddy!" the boy says. 
"Yes, but there are bad guys everywhere," his father counters.  
"They have guns, they can shoot at us because they have guns and are bad," the boy continues.  
"Well, they have guns, but we have flowers," the father says. 
 Nous on a des fleurs 
 The boy turns around to look at some of the flowers behind him 
 

"But flowers don’t do anything," the boy argues. 
"See all the flowers?" his dad asks. "They’re to fight against the guns." 
"Are they there to protect?" the boy asks.  
 

C’est pour proteger? " - and the father says “exactly” 
 

And then the pre-schooler asks: “The candles too?" 
 Les bougies 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D9bk76nB6Bk
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"Yes," his dad says. "It’s to not forget those who left us yesterday.”  
“The flowers and the candles," the boy concludes, "they’re there to protect us."  
 

Finally the journalist asks 
 Do you feel better? 
 And the four-year-old responds: Oui sa va meilleur 
 

flowers and candles made a 6-year-old feel better 
 yet the baptized understand  
 That we have to be the flowers and candles 
 

The blooming of civility, light in the darkness 
 against hatred 
 against gun violence 
 prodding too often complacent leaders  
 to take a stand for the light in the face of darkness 
  so that we might achieve the lyrical peace 
  of which Paul sings in the second reading 
 

 the word this day challenges us not to be absentee landlords 
 and is rather a spiritual call to arms 
  To civic responsibility 
  To ecclesial action 
  To community engagement 
 

 God’s spirit is upon us prodding us, in the spirit of Paul, to do 
  What is honorable, just, pure, lovely and gracious 
 Comforting us with a holy presence reminding us always 

to take courage 
  and be not afraid through Christ our Lord .... Amen. 

 
“Be Not Afraid” by Bob Dufford follows. 
  


