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A Patient God behind the Shadows
Communication is the key.  The Gospel is “Good News” but only when its language is capable of transmitting a message that is understood and accepted as such by those who hear it. While speculative theology constantly challenges us to confront ourselves with the question of God and to search for ever new insights into our faith response, it can also lead to a heady concept of faith whereby God becomes totally dissociated from the reality that confronts us each day.  Fully caught up in the cultural, social and religious milieu of his time and place, Jesus never speculated about God, but immersed himself and the Father inescapably into the daily experience of his contemporaries through the language, imagery, expectations and categories of his time and place.  Faith expression and response is always culturally and temporarily conditioned, and nothing is more practical, immediate and challenging than Jesus’ parables.  Drawing directly from the agricultural setting before his eyes (as we have heard in the gospel readings of the last few Sundays) and tapping on the personal family experience of those around him, Jesus reveals the active presence of God in the ordinary and the apparently insignificant of everyday, because it is in the ordinary and in the insignificant that God wants to be found.  In a “mixed bag” of non-speculative language bringing together flocks of sheep, a lump of leaven and in the foolishness of a wayward son, we are powerfully and personally confronted with the Good News of an active and living presence of God in our real world and in our time.
The question then is, “in the face of a God revealing himself in the reality in which I live, what do I see and hear?”  If we are to believe our twenty-four hours immersion into media outlets, our world is becoming less and less like ”the place to be”.  Wars, famine, ethnic cleansing, detention centres, natural disasters, family breakdown, dysfunctional personal relationships, street crime, gangland violence, substance abuse – that is often our “welcome into a new day” emanating from our 6.00 AM news, often to be served up again lavishly in their most unsavoury details around 7.00 PM.  This is not “Good News” as we would want it or understand, and it certainly challenges all our certitudes or speculations about God.  If we take the Word of God seriously, then honesty demands that we ask ourselves where God is, and what God is doing in all this mayhem of death and evil.
 Confronted with the dilemma of “Good News” when all we experience around us is negativity and non life, today’s Gospel, rather than denying the reality of evil proclaims unequivocally the life-giving presence of our God right in the midst of destruction, of evil, of inadequacy and of insignificance.  There is no comparison between the size of a tiny seed or the paucity of a handful of leaven and the explosion of power, beauty and richness that they hold in their smallness or unsavoury insignificance.  When comparing the reality of a seed and the potency it holds, today’s Gospel says it is all a matter of perspective.  That alone will give us a glimpse towards understanding the workings of God in a world full of contradictions and apparent negation of life.  Our God is not limited by human weakness, and our insufficiency can truly become the humus where God can work wonders in this world.  As human beings, we are and we will always be weak, fragile and sinful, and if Jesus wanted the Church to be a sect of perfect people he would have called upon a host of disincarnated angels rather than on ignorant and misguided fishermen.  As believers, we can be neither blind to human weakness nor overdosed with idealism.  We have to be honest and acknowledge sinfulness and even contradiction.  But at the same time we need also to recognize, affirm and nourish the certainty that our God is so totally given over to goodness, love and life that he does not shun drawing  such gifts out of those same situations that seem to negate his very presence.

As we read thee parable of the wheat and the darnel it is interesting to note the reaction of the various stakeholders.  The landowner knows that he has put good and wholesome seed in his field and he concentrates on that, because he seeks only goodness in all he does and plans, even if the appearance of unwanted and dangerous weeds seems to nullify and frustrate his efforts and expectations.  The servants, on the other hand, in their impulsive but less than wise zeal, look only at the weeds of evil and they are only interested in removing them immediately and at all costs.  In their eagerness, they do not seem to see or care about the goodness present there and, for the sake of puritanical self-righteousness, they are quite prepared to remove wrongdoing and destroy the very goodness of the whole crop.  On the other hand, the wise property owner seems almost unconcerned by the apparent destruction of his crop.  He is not blind to the presence of weeds and he frankly acknowledges that “an enemy has done this”.  However, he focuses on the good seed that he knows to be there, because he put it there in the first place, and he is only interested in nurturing that goodness and that fruitfulness.  By allowing “them both grow till harvest”, in the end goodness becomes a rich harvest while the weeds of evil have no future but self-destruction.
As Jesus showed us in his own earthly life, our God is the wise and patient landowner, neither blind nor blaze about the tragedies of life and the pain and suffering of humanity.  What the parable is saying, however, is that evil and brokenness, pain and sin are not the end of the story or the only reality of our world.  God invites us to remember that, at the very dawn of time, after breathing life into Adam, he looked at his creation with satisfied appraisal and approval, commenting that “it was very good”.  Humanity may be frail and broken, but we are not bad as sometime we may be tempted to admit to ourselves.  On the contrary, humanity is meant for fruitfulness and the joy of rich harvest.

In the end life is quite simple really.  We either have hope that God is totally caught up with us, yes even in extreme pain and isolation and in the most excruciating death, or we lack that acceptance and hope.  By accepting the weeds among the wheat and being reassured that God has placed the good seed there, life’s hardships are not quite so overwhelming.  Indeed, we can still achieve a full and fulfilled life, we can still rejoice and love and be grateful, because, with Julian of Norwich we know that “all is well, and all is well, and all manner of things will be well”.  Without this sense of goodness in ourselves and of a God who upholds and nurtures goodness, life becomes more unbearable every day, crushed by loneliness, anger and despair.  Without hope, one will only see him/herself as a victim and the world as the enemy. As we get older we encounter more and more a sharp split of perspectives among people: an almost palpable inner peace nourished by grateful memories of what life has given them, or anger and bitterness gnawing at a heart mired in a pathological concern for lost opportunities and guilt of past mistakes.  We either accept the God hidden in human shadows, rejoicing in unexpected life-fruitfulness, or we let the shadows obliterate completely and negate our vision of God, eventually abandoning ourselves to death, guilt and despair. 

The dividing line between these two types of existence is hope.  If I have hope, I have a positive and affirming perspective on everything and everybody and I can rejoice at life as a gift to be lived fully and to be shared.  Hope is not just a medicine for the end of one’s days while bearing up stoically but all the time through the agony of silent desperation suffering and destruction.  Hope is that energy that comes from the conviction that no matter what negativity our life story may serve up to us, our God is right there underneath and behind the shadows and in spite of personal inadequacy, brokenness and human tragedy, right there to sustain, nurture and energize us into fullness of life. 
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