St. Mary of the Angels    Sunday OT 3B     1/24/21

Jonah 3: 1-5, 10;   I Cor. 7:29-31;  Mark 1:14-20

My Brothers and Sisters,

There is time and there is time.

There is ordinary time (chronos) when daily events follow one upon the other.  And days and weeks pass without much notice.

Then, there is kairos time, those special moments of critical events, daunting choices and radical change, --those decisive moments in our life story.  We rarely forget them.
Our first reading, today, from the Book of Jonah describes such a kairos moment in the history of Nineveh, when God sent Jonah with a message for the people to repent and change their ways or be destroyed.  And they had just forty days to repent, or else… The people listened, repented and were saved.

The Gospel notes another kairos moment.  Jesus appears to the people of Israel saying, “This is the time (kairos) of fulfillment. The kingdom of God is at hand.  Repent and believe in the Gospel.”  A radical choice was before them: to live the values of the Kingdom of God now or miss out on happiness for all eternity.
St. Paul, in the second reading uses the word kairos too when he writes: “I tell you, brothers and sisters, the time (kairos) is running out.”  St. Paul expected the second coming of Christ at any moment.  So, he wants them to be ready!
Then, in today’s Gospel, there is another kairos moment for Peter Andrew, James and John.  Jesus invites them to follow him. They have to make a choice right then: either continue fishing or follow Jesus.  They chose to follow Jesus. 

Last Wednesday was a kairos moment in the history of The United States.  The invasion of the Capitol on January 6th threatened the future of our nation and democracy itself as no other threat has since the Civil War over a hundred and sixty years ago.  We were frightened and held our breath.  And now can breathe again. The kairos moment was met by many, though not all, with courage and resolve – also with much grace.  But that story is not over yet.  The Kairos moment is just beginning.
As we look at these kairos moments, we notice that God chooses unusual people to be the instruments of God’s design.

God chose Jonah, that prejudiced and reluctant prophet, to go to Nineveh.

God chose Paul, the former persecutor of Christians to speak to the Christians of Corinth.
Jesus chose Simon and Andrew, James, and John, uneducated fishermen, to be the foundation of the new Kingdom of God.
And God now has chosen an elderly man of 78 and a young woman of 22 to be the prophet and poet of this kairos moment in our nation. 
What might God be saying to us at this time through today’s Scripture, through President Biden, and through Amanda Gorman?  
Let us first look back, and then look forward.

Looking back.  
Many people like ourselves and from all over the world, were praying long and hard that God would protect us and bring us through this election crisis.  Their prayer and our prayer, like the prayer and penance of the Ninevites, was heard. Concerning Nineveh, Scripture says that “When God saw … how [the Ninevites] had turned from their evil way, [God] repented of the evil that [God] had threatened to do them, [God] did not carry it out.” God’s mind was changed.
Does that mean that our prayer affected God’s mind and action now?  Do we have that kind of power over God – to influence God?  If so, then God would seem to be limited and not be God. But, then, if we can’t influence God by prayer, why make these prayers of petition?  What is the point of the prayer of intercession?
My brief response is that God lives in eternity.  There is no time, no Kairos for God.  God sees all at once: both the situations and people’s prayer, and God works out God’s saving design for all of creation by respecting our freedom and incorporating our words and our actions into the design.  Our prayer and our deeds are important threads in God’s woven tapestry. Yes, our prayer was very important and always will be. 
So, we look back with gratitude to God and we praise God for listening to us and for God’s faithful love.  That is why we are here.  We say to God, “Thank You” and “We praise You.  Once again, you have saved us.  Thank you.”
And now, looking forward. 
Amanda Gorman began her poem with the words:

“When day comes we ask ourselves, 

where can we find light in this never-ending shade?” 

She answers her own question at the very end of her poem when she says:

“When day comes we step out of the shade,

aflame and unafraid

The new day blooms as we free it

For there is always light

if only we’re brave enough to see it

if only we’re brave enough to be it.”

To be aflame.  To be unafraid.  To see light. To be light.  That is the vision and call.
And to be light, what must we do?

In the middle of her poem, Amanda writes:

“If we’re to live up to our own time (kairos?)

Then victory won’t lie in the blade

But in all the bridges we’ve made

That is the promise to glade

The hill we climb.”

There is a surely a hill to climb, a steep hill.  But the way of climbing is paradoxically by building bridges, as Amanda says, – building bridges by listening, respecting, meeting, connecting, welcoming, loving.

President Biden kept emphasizing healing and unity as the main task ahead for our nation. And he was bold when he said, “Take a measure of me and my heart.”  He is not afraid to place his heart before all of us for scrutiny.  And he urges us also to “open our souls instead of hardening our hearts.” 
Then, President Biden quoted “The American Anthem,” an anthem I had never heard before:
“The work and prayer of centuries

have brought us to this day.

What shall be our legacy?

What will our children say?

Let me know in my heart,

When my days are through.

America, America, I gave my best to you.”

And he prayed that our children would be able to say of us:

“They gave their best.  They did their duty.  They healed a broken land.”

Yes. We are Americans and we love our broken and divided country.  We also belong to a Church which is far bigger than our nation.  That, too, is broken and divided.  And, most importantly, we belong to the Kingdom of God that embraces all people, all nations, and all of creation. That, too, is broken and divided and crying out in pain.  God needs us!
There is so much to be done; it is overwhelming, but we are not alone. God is with us and we stand together.  So, let us renew our efforts and keep trying, with God’s grace, to do our best, -- our very best -- for I think that we all would like to say: 
“Let me know in my heart,

when my days are through.

My God, my God, I gave my best to you.” (Repeat)
In those words and in that desire lies our hope and our peace.

                                                                      Kenneth J. Hughes, SJ
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