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January 17, 2016 
  

“Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now, and at the hour of our death.  Amen.”  That’s a sentence 
that any Catholic knows in the very marrow of his/her bones.  It’s the second half of the Hail Mary, of course, 
and it’s the half that isn’t quoting anything from a bible story.  It’s the expression of what we—and countless 
generations of faithful believers before us—understand to be the proper response to recognizing the 
importance of the Blessed Virgin Mary.  Asking her not to abandon us now or ever as the most excellent prayer 
partner we could ever have.  But why “the hour of our death,” exactly?  What’s so special about that hour that 
makes it different from the tens of thousands of hours that most of us have yet to experience between now and 
the end of our lives?  What makes the hour of our death so unique? 

To be honest, not much.  At least not in terms of our need for the mercy of Jesus or the prayers of Mary.  What 
is most unusual about the hour of our death is mostly what it causes us to become aware of, what it reveals 
about the nature of our existence in the world.  Specifically, it reveals that we cannot and do not save ourselves 
from the limits of being mortal creatures.  We are not the manipulators or ensurers of our enduring well-being, 
and security, and happiness.  If we are to hope in an eternity of unfathomable joy, then we are required to hope 
in something bigger than we are, something beyond the confines of Planet Earth.  Or, to say it better, someONE 
beyond the confines.  And that someone who is beyond is not someone who is therefore absent from life here 
and now.  On the contrary, that someone is flooding the here and now, though we are slow to realize that too. 

What the hour of our death awakens in us is the stern, unavoidable truth that nothing, nothing of merely earthly 
origin can help us across the limit of death from our side.  Only someone who already lives on the other side can 
do that.  And what an incredible blessing for us Christians to know that we have not only one person on the 
other side to encourage us—not only our Redeemer Jesus Christ—but an unfathomable number of holy ones 
and beloved ones among the cloud of angels and saints who are happy to help.  None of those celestial friends is 
more anxious or able to encourage us than is Mary, Jesus’ Mother.  And here’s the thing:  She and they don’t 
begin doing that at the hour of our death.  They’re doing it now, and at every hour until we see them face to 
face.  It is only at the hour of our death—at the moment when absolutely every other false source of security 
and bogus claim to lasting happiness are exposed and unmasked for exactly what they are:  false and bogus—
when our very bodies shut off and our very breath ceases, whether in an instant or after years of decline—it is 
only then that we are required to embrace and understand what has always been true, and is true right now.  
The hour of our death is nothing other than the hour of clarity.  And it was exactly the same for Jesus himself.  
The hour of his death was the hour of clarity, not so much for Him as for for all the rest of us who struggle and 
strive to be disciples.  And that is the reason for Jesus’ well-known response to his mother at the wedding and at 
Cana today: “Woman, my hour has not come.”  Indeed, it had not, and it did not, even after the amazing miracle 
of the water-made-wine that day.  John’s gospel is absolutely clear to identify exactly when Jesus’ hour arrived:  
it was at the moment that Judas Iscariot left the dinner table to initiate the death proceedings after the Last 
Supper.  The hour of death is the hour of revelation of what is true at every moment of our existence:  The 
revelation that lasting life comes to us from the other side of death, and is not the result of any cleverness or 
strength or luck from our side.   
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But that’s not the only takeaway from today’s gospel.  It’s not only the revelation of our weakness and 
dependence and powerlessness throughout our lives—the things that are simply made obvious at the hour of 
our death.  It is also the revelation that our weakness is no barrier to God’s overwhelming blessing and abundant 
generosity each and every day that we live, now as well as the hour of our death.   

The gospel concludes by announcing that “Jesus did this at the beginning of his signs, at Cana in Galilee, and so 
revealed his glory, and his disciples began to believe in him.”  God does not wait until the next life in order to 
surround us with more than enough of the things we most need.  God does not wait for us to wake up to our 
dependence upon him, and he is not merely the filler of the gaps, the temporary patch to hold things together 
until we can get out of this place.  God is not the repair man to supplement our lack or bail us out from poor 
event planning.  At Cana’s wedding he was already being preposterously generous, months and years before the 
arrival of his “hour.”  And by preposterous I mean that he didn’t just provide sufficient wine to last for the rest of 
the party.  He provided 180 gallons of wine when probably several liters would have sufficed.  The intent was to 
say, “You think you have a problem?  You have no idea what God can do!  And God is Here!” 

So if we are often too blinded to the limits of our enduring power and ingenuity, until the hour of our death 
makes that plain, so too are we often blinded to the abundance of what God already provides for us here and 
now.  God did not wait until the arrival of Jesus’ “hour,” his saving death, in order to demonstrate the depth of 
his love and desire to rescue people who were and are in need.  He showed it from the very beginning, at Cana, 
in the first episode of Jesus’ life of ministry after his baptism.  And God will not be stingy or tardy in fulfilling our 
needs either, not just at the hour of death when we are startled into clarity, but right now.  And not just those 
relatively paltry needs that we come to recognize in small matters—like the embarrassment of the newlyweds 
who didn’t provide enough wine at the reception—which, let’s face it, in the big scheme of things isn’t all that 
horrible.  But he will show it in the midst of the questions that matter most of all, the needs that seem the most 
vital of all, the threats that seem the most frightful of all.  Will God be there for us in the face not only of a bar 
that run out of wine, but in the face of terror and depression?  Yes!  In the midst of disappointment and anxiety?  
Yes!  In the time of alienation and anger and even death?  Yes!  God is already here, doing the very thing that he 
will be doing for us at the hour of our death, and so is Mary, and so is the heavenly host and all the saints.  May 
our prayer today be for the same vision and clarity now that will be ours on our last day. 


