Reaching Out Into the Darkness

33rd Sunday of Ordinary Time – Year C

Catholic San Francisco – November 12, 2004

Malachi 3:19-20a

Psalm 98:5-6, 7-8, 9

2 Thessalonians 3:7-12

Luke 21:5-19


“Though I walk through the valley of darkness, I fear no evil for you are with me.”


One of the films released this past summer was M. Night Shymalan’s “The Village.”  It is the story of a simple, isolated 19th century town, surrounded by a wood in which reside fearsome and mysterious creatures.  The people of the town have an agreement with these creatures to mutually respect one another’s borders.  This truce is broken when one of the villagers breaches that agreement and wanders into the woods.


On the night the creatures, in turn, invade the village (my favorite scene in the movie), the warning bell is rung and the villagers scatter to their houses, to lock themselves in and hide in the basement.  However, in the home of the Walker family the young, blind, Ivy Walker stands in the front doorway, her hand reaching out into the darkness, waiting for her lover, Lucius Hunt to join them.  As her siblings cower in the basement begging her to close the door, Ivy remains steadfast; fearful, but confident that Lucius will come to make sure they are okay.


As the tension mounts, and the red image of one of the creature’s creeps into the light, Ivy’s hand is finally taken, and she is pulled inside the house – by Lucius, who shuts the door and leads her to safety.  The entire mood of the scene changes:  The actions is switched to slow motion, over which plays a haunting love theme.  Yet, even though the tension and suspense remains, the audience is left with a new feeling – everything will be all right!  Lucius has arrived!


As we rapidly approach the end of another liturgical year, the themes, such as we hear in our readings for this Sunday, can be overwhelming and even frightening – particularly if read with all the vigor of an Old Testament prophet.  We do not hear of comfort, but of judgment.  We do not hear of peace, but of persecution, even at the hands of family and friends.  We do not hear of rest, but of labor to the point of exhaustion.  We do not hear of a Messiah and King, but of false leaders seeking to trap us.  We are not left feeling at ease, but shaken and a bit discouraged, reaching out for any sign of consolation or reassurance.


Such may be the feeling of many as our nation continues its war on terror, with the difficulty in Iraq and the continued threat of violence – anywhere, anytime!  Such may be the feeling of those who suffer extreme, or terminal illness, or are faced with a frightening medical procedure in which their life hangs in the balance.  Such may be the feeling of our brothers and sisters in faith who suffer persecution throughout the world, the very persecution Christ promises in the Gospel.  Such may be the feeling of children whose families are facing divorce or tragedy.  Such may be the feeling of all of us as our Church continues to be plagued by scandal, and a hostile media.  Such were the feelings of the disciples of Christ at sunset on Good Friday.


In what appears to be a no-holds-barred Gospel, Christ promises trials and tribulations.  Being His follower will not always be a bed of roses.  However, He also promises that at the proper time we will be given what we need in order to endure.  He promises words and wisdom that will enable us to bear such trials with a patient resolve, and it is that endurance that will help us to see salvation.  Like Ivy Walker in “The Village” we are called to resist the temptation to cower and hide in the face of fear.  Rather we must stand with our hand outstretched, waiting for Christ to take us by the hand and lead us to where we need to go, giving us the grace to endure the trials and struggles that will come as part of being His followers.


It is this grace and resolve that gave the early martyrs courage in the face of torture and death.  It is this grace and resolve that gave the early missionaries the courage to take the Gospel to new, unknown lands, even though its reception and their futures were uncertain.  It is this grace and resolve that has guided the Church through history.  It is this grace and resolve that will bring the Church through this present period of scandal and struggle.  And it is this grace and resolve that will bring us through our own personal trials and ordeals.


Christ assures us that being His follower can, at times, be very frightening, particularly when it invites hostility, persecution and suffering.  We are called to be a light to the world, and that world is often a dark one.  As believers in Christ we do not hide in a basement, shutting out a frightening world.  Rather we too stand in the doorway, with our hands reached out into the darkness of a world at times unreceptive to the message of the Gospel.  We stand with full confidence that He will come, has come, is indeed already here with us.  We hold a confidence that with Christ, all may not be easy, but everything will be all right.  While Christ does not promise us peace and tranquility, He does promise to give us what we need to endure, so as to finally reach salvation.

Fr. William Nicholas
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