Homily for January 15, 2012 (2nd Sunday in Ordinary Time)

1 Sam 3:3b-10, 19; Ps 40 (v.v.); 1 Cor 6:13c-15a, 17-20; John 1:35-42

Silent Preaching

According to an old story, St. Francis of Assisi once invited a young friar to join him on a preaching mission.  The friar, of course, welcomed the invitation and looked forward to seeing his spiritual father, Francis, at work sharing God’s word with the people.  So they set off.  They walked all over the town, through the streets, marketplaces and even the alleys, making their way through the crowds and stopping occasionally for a brief conversation.  The day passed quickly and it was soon time to return home.
As they were making their way back, the younger friar seemed troubled.  When Francis asked why, he protested, “You said we were going to preach.  We walked through that whole town and not once did you stop and address a crowd.  Even when we stopped to talk with people, you didn’t even mention the Gospel once!”
Francis paused and then turned to his younger brother and said, “But we have preached!  We were preaching while we were walking.  Many people were watching us, how we acted, and how we treated others.  It’s useless to walk anywhere to preach unless we preach everywhere we walk!”

If it’s still true that “a picture is worth a thousand words,” how much more so when that picture is living, breathing, and in 3-D!  In today’s gospel reading Jesus calls his first disciples not with a powerful sermon or a brilliant theological treatise but rather a simple invitation:  “Come, and you will see.”  
At this point in his life and ministry, it seems that Jesus had not done much, at least publicly.  It’s only in the next chapter of John’s Gospel that he performs the first of his signs:  changing water into wine at the wedding feast at Cana (2:1-11). What made his disciples to stick around for even that brief interval?  That “something” about Jesus that kept them there was, very simply, his presence.  
We live in an almost hyperactive culture in which we are often judged first not by who we are but by what we do.  In such a culture, one of the great fears of people as they retire is a loss of identity or even worse, a loss of self-worth.  Jesus shows us that there is value in presence—in being with others, not just doing for them.  
In our first reading, we saw how Eli, now old and virtually blind, was able to help young Samuel to respond to God’s call by simply drawing on his many years of experience in serving the Lord.  Could it be that his age and infirmity actually helped him to be more attuned to the importance of simply being before the Lord and praying, “Speak, for your servant is listening?”  

I recently had a conversation with an older friar, now in his 80’s, who told me that he was spending three to five hours a day in personal prayer and reflection!  When I expressed my amazement at that he said very modestly, “Well, at my age, what else is there to do?”  Sometimes being can also be the most powerful form of doing. 
Simply being before the Lord is an essential part of our spiritual and personal growth.  The disciples would never have discovered what discipleship really meant without spending a lot of time in the presence of Jesus, listening to what he said and observing not only what he did but how he did it.  For example, curing people of diseases and driving out demons said one thing; but doing it on the Sabbath proclaimed an even more powerful message about God’s compassion and mercy.
Our spirits—our being—cannot be separated from our bodies.  When St. Paul admonished the church at Corinth that their bodies were not for immorality but for the Lord, “the Lord is for the body,” and that their bodies were “members of Christ,” he was challenging a popular belief that denigrated the body.  In this dualistic worldview, the spirit was the only thing that mattered.  The body was at best superfluous and at worst evil; and it could be treated any which way, even abused, as long as one tried to reach a higher spiritual plane.  

Paul saw in this a dangerous license for people to live compartmentalized or double lives.  So he challenged the Corinthians to think of their bodies not as worthless or disposable shells but rather as gifts, temples of the Spirit that were loaned to them for a time and “at a price,” i.e. the passion and death of Jesus.  “Therefore,” he urged them, “glorify God in your bodies.” We are whole persons—body, mind and spirit.  May we as whole persons also live and carry out the work that God has given us, glorifying God in our bodies…and preaching everywhere we walk. +
