0153 21st Sunday in Ordinary Time/C

The God who Holds us Upside Down

This week | attended a conference for religious leaders. One of the keynote
speakers, Br Philip Pinto, spoke about the about experience of disruption in
our lives, when our world is turned upside down, and we are plunged into
darkness or into an experience of exile of some sort. Such experiences can be
terrible and terrifying. They can also be privileged moments for us to grow as
loving human beings.

Some quotes from his talk:

We must all go into exile to find a new freedom there. We cannot grow while
staying fully in control. Deeper love has to do with giving up some control in our
lives.

The Beloved (God) sometimes wants to do us a great favour — to hold us upside
down and shake the nonsense out.

It is only when | am stripped of all love, that | can discover that | am wholly
within (God’s) Love.

These words are certainly borne out in the experience of the people of Israel.
In 587 BC, the Babylonians, under King Nebuchadnezzar, conquered Jerusalem.
They destroyed the temple, burnt down many buildings and took all the
leading citizens and craftsmen into exile in Babylon. It was a shocking,
traumatic event. Their grief at losing their homeland was great and the crisis
was deeply spiritual. Their sense of abandonment by God was acutely felt.

This most painful of times, however, was to produce many positive outcomes
for the Jewish people. It was a time to re-evaluate their whole relationship
with God. Guided by the great prophets of the exile — Jeremiah, Ezekiel and
Isaiah — they came to acknowledge their own infidelity to the covenant and the
need to come back to the Lord with all their heart.

For years they had identified the temple in Jerusalem as the place of the
presence of God. Guided especially by the prophet Ezekiel hey discovered that
God was with them in exile, loving them and bringing life back to their bones.



Their time in exile was also an eye-opening experience of other peoples and
cultures and ways of doing things. Previously they had a very narrow Jewish-
centred view of the world. Living in Babylton was eye opening as they saw how
other people lived and did things — their horizons were broadened..

In time, some Jews came to see that God loves all peoples and that the people
of Israel were chosen by God to be a light to the nations — to reveal to all
peoples the one true God. In today’s first reading, the prophet Isaiah foresees
a time when people from all nations will come to Jerusalem to worship the
Lord.

Jesus makes the same point in today’s Gospel. He says that people ‘from east
and west, from north and south, will come to take their places at the feast in
the kingdom of God.’

Israel’s experience of exile was transformative for their understanding of God,
and of God’s love love for all peoples —an understanding taken up, developed
and proclaimed by Jesus. In our Mass today let us pray for all the people of our
world who are enshrouded by darkeness at this time, and for all who find
themselves in exile, whether physically or emotionally. In the darkness, may
they discover that they are wholly within (God’s) Love.
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