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July 05, 015 

I don’t always understand why God times things to happen the way he does, but I try to trust that there’s a 
reason—which I may or may not eventually discover. 

I still haven’t figured this one out, but it happened that the very first time I was invited to lead prayer in public as 
an ordained person was at my grandmother’s gravesite.  She died less than 24 hours before I became a deacon, 
and my first time serving in that role was at her funeral.  The priest who presided at the liturgy encouraged me 
to be the one to lead the prayers at the burial.  I was terrified at the thought, not so much because it was my 
first time or because it was my grandma who died.  It was because I was being asked to take on an entirely new 
role with my own family.  I begged the priest to come with us to the cemetery and just to be there so that I 
wouldn’t be alone in this strange new dynamic.  He graciously did so, and I have never forgotten that favor.  That 
was Fr. Steve O’Gara, late of Assumption parish downtown, and I was able to remind him of that again when I 
saw him recently.  He remembered it very well also, now 27 years later.  I recalled that whole episode when I 
read an article this week that was written by a bishop who confessed the very same discomfort.  This is part of 
what he said: 

“Most preachers can remember the first time they stood up to preach in front of their own 
parents.  It’s not the same as with other things people do.  If you’re a musician, they probably 
heard you practicing when you were little; if you’re an athlete they saw you playing in the yard.  
But preaching is something dangerously public that emerges from something intensely private.  
Parents and others who have known you when you were growing up are inclined to be 
embarrassed both at the revelation of something so deeply personal and at its being waved 
around in front of the neighbors.  Everybody is vulnerable at a moment like that.” 

That article was part of a reflection on the section of the Gospel of Mark that we just heard proclaimed, the one 
about the day that Jesus himself came home to Nazareth to presume to preach to his boyhood pals, his school 
classmates, his teachers, and parishioners, and yes, to his relatives.  It must have been a very awkward moment 
for lots of people there—maybe even for Jesus himself (personally, I’d prefer to think so).  It’s much more 
comfortable for everyone involved if a preacher doesn’t know too many personal, intimate details about his 
audience and the audience doesn’t know all the dirt about the preacher.  Too much shared history creates too 
many uncomfortable associations. 

The fact that the crowd “took offense at him” is not at all surprising:  Just who does this fellow think he is, 
presuming not only to speak to us about God but even to suggest that our response to God could use some 
improvement?  Airing out our sins in public, as if he didn’t have a few skeletons in his own closet.  And telling us 
that when God works NO miracles here at home it’s because it’s our fault—the lack of faith in us, supposedly. 

It’s because we all know one another to be so weak, and so ordinary, and so much like the rest of humanity that 
we tend to resist the one who steps up to speak of God, at least if he/she is too familiar.  If it’s somebody 
relatively remote and aloof from our immediate situation, well we might listen to someone like that, or we may 
buy and read his popular books or follow her on TV or on a blog.   

But my son?  My cousin?  My next door neighbor?  My mechanic?  My fishing buddy?  My card club partner?  My 
teammate? My spouse?  My granddaughter?  My employee?  They are going to presume to speak to me about 
God?  And to call me to task for my response?  Are you kidding me?  I know these people!   
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The gospel says “They took offense at him.”  Of course they did.  Because he knew them too—just a little too 
well for anyone’s comfort. 

It has always been a source of confusion—and even of scandal to some—that the God of the Christians (our 
God) has chosen to become so ordinary in order that he may dwell with us in all of the times and places where 
ordinary things happen, which is pretty much every day.  When someone among us presumes to stop and speak 
publicly about the fact that God is present and right here, and calling us to responsibility and accountability right 
now, that doesn’t make that preacher any more holy or righteous than anybody else.  It just makes that 
preacher a little more attentive at this particular moment.  And some will take offense.  They did it at Jesus too, 
and he alone was the one preacher who could ever have claimed the moral high ground to be God’s voice on 
Earth with perfect justification.   

In the end it really isn’t very important who the preacher is—and for the rest of us who are not Jesus Christ 
there will always be plenty of dirt with which others may discredit our message—especially from those who 
know us best.  What is important is that God’s word is allowed to be heard and to be welcomed in all of the 
varied moments and occasions of our lives—most of which are quite ordinary looking.  And that, in turn, 
demands that we who call ourselves disciples must be ready and willing to speak that word, whether by speech 
or by action; whether it’s easy or hard; whether it is welcomed or ridiculed or ignored.   

When I think back to my grandma’s burial day, I realize that all of my fear and angst came from the fact that I 
thought this moment was all about me.  In fact it was a little bit about me, but it was mostly about God and his 
promises.  It always is.  Faith is the gift that allows us to perceive and respond to God’s presence embedded in 
all the moments and seasons of our lives, and to attend to the announcement of that presence no matter who is 
the proclaimer, or how much his/her story may threaten to distract us.  Even the ones who know all about us 
can hear God’s truth, if we dare to speak it. 
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