HOMILY for the 6th. SUNDAY of ORDINARY TIME [C], February 14th., 2010.
“Happy you who hunger”

At nearly 5pm on January 12th. of this year the Archbishop of Port-au-Prince in Haiti, Monsignor Joseph Miot, was leaning over the balcony of his residence looking out for visitors when the great earthquake struck.   He was catapulted from the balcony to the ground and killed instantly.    The Vicar General of the Diocese was in the process of carrying the Blessed Sacrament from the tabernacle in the Cathedral to a shrine in the Cathedral grounds.   He was crushed by falling masonry, the Sacrament grasped in his hands, as were all the faithful when the west tower fell on them.       These poor people joined an estimated total of 200,000 dead, 300,000 injured and 250,000 homeless.
“This is what God did!” shrieked a survivor, “See what God can do!”   And another exclaimed:  “God is angry with the world!”

Is he?   Did he do that?   Did God, so to speak, just shoot himself in the foot, making it impossible to love him?
Our technological industrial world seeks perfection and so demands explanations, bringing into use the old reflex action of seeking someone to blame.

Our forebears long ago would have accepted it fatalistically, as one part of the workings of life.   Whether they knew it or not, they were being more realistic.    Life requires opposites:  success and failure;  first and last.   Disease is bad for humans but results from microbes, bacteria, behaving as they should – being ‘good’, in fact.    An antelope is eaten at a waterhole by a crocodile;  it is bad for the antelope, and may seem repellent to us, but the crocodile is doing what crocodiles do.       In the case of earthquake, the tectonic plates of the earth shift, relieving pressure.    Relieving pressure is a good thing, but bad for humans who are in the way.   Maybe people just shouldn’t live at the edge of tectonic plates.

However, 255 years ago it was people who were living nowhere near the edge of a tectonic plate who experience this dilemma in the most acute way.    The great Lisbon earthquake, of a magnitude of 9 on the Richter scale, tore the city apart, followed by a huge tidal wave and raging fires.   It was November 1, 1755, All Saints’ Day, and the churches were crowded with worshippers, most of whom perished as the buildings collapsed.   People must have thought the same as St. Teresa of Avila did in different circumstances:  “If that’s how you treat your friends, God, no wonder you have so few”.    Into the chasms of the Lisbon streets fell the idea of the benevolent God, “God the watchmaker” as he is sometimes called.    The French thinker Voltaire had a field day.   His character Candide, in the book of the same name, is in a boat outside the city watching aghast as all the innocent people perish.   His companion Martin says it must be that we are put on this earth in order to go mad.
It is very easy to have mechanical ideas of God’s involvement in goodness and badness.    Even in the 19th century an Archbishop of Paris could say a prayer:  “Blessed be God, who has made great rivers to go through great towns” which shows a strange idea of geography, and of God.    A high authority in the Russian Orthodox Church has said in the present case:   “The people of Haiti have sinned, and must repent”.   As someone has added, if anybody suggested that Russian suffered 70 years of communism because the people had sinned, one can imagine the kind of answer they would have got.

Yes, people want answers.  The Haitians look to their clergy, but so many are dead.   “This has been a terrible blow to the Church and the people.   Why did God give us this disaster and at the same time take away the people who would have helped us to survive it?”
Answers there are many, most of them defective.   “Humans have freedom, so they are free to do evil”;  but this doesn’t cover natural disasters.   “Evil is a test for humans, allowing growth”; but do little babies have to be part of the test?    “Evil is really nothing.  It is the absence of good”;  but it is hardly “nothing” to be hit on the head by a church tower.

That being good is no protection against disaster and misfortune is not only shown by disasters, but is the central theme of the Biblical books of Job and Ecclesiastes.    For Ecclesiastes, life is essentially pointless, so we might as well enjoy it while it lasts.   It is amazing that this book is in the Bible, frankly, and a tribute to the broadmindedness of those who let it appear there.

And what is Jesus’ contribution to this dilemma?    “Blessed are the poor”, the hungry, the weeping, the hated, the expelled, the abused.   I rather prefer the word ‘blessed’ to the word ‘happy’.   ‘Blessed’ suggests something deeper.   But the words are still hard words.   And, unlike in St. Matthew’s Gospel, the blessedness of the poor is not softened by adding the words “in spirit”.

It is very easy for opponents of the faith to rush in at this point, crying:  Typical joyless Christians!   Sadistic Christians!

Jesus does not condemn laughter, feasting or peaceful stability at home.   He knew all these things.    Equally, he doesn’t encourage destitution, deprivation, exile, or humiliation of the person.    But these things happen.   It is his way of saying:  “if you want an easy message, you can just go for the easy option.   Sooner or later, the easy option will fail you”.

These people are “blessed” because they are faced in their lives with a hard, an incomprehensible, situation.   And because God is incomprehensible, they are, by definition, allied with him.    They are therefore “blessed”.

Jesus faced all this in the prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane before his Passion.    He must surely have felt as the people of Haiti feel when their priests were killed.   “Father, here I am in the world to comfort and console the afflicted, and what are you doing? – you are standing by while I am killed!”

Indeed, the Cross seems to be God’s scoring an own goal, God’s ultimate shooting of himself in the foot – or rather, nailing himself in the foot.

But this state of “blessedness” has qualities which cannot be seen on the surface.   They go deeper, in Jesus’ life, and in ours.

The funeral of the Archbishop of Port-au-Prince and his Vicar General, just two people, two coffins, was attended by a crowd of thousands.    For health reasons, many of the dead had already had to be hurriedly buried in communal graves without ceremony.   A woman said:  “I have come here to pay my respects to all the dead from the earthquake and see THEM have a funeral”.   Note the “them”.    In one sense, “they” were not there.   But in the dead Archbishop, they were.   That is the truth that cannot be seen.   The invisible bonds which exist in the blessedness of adversity, and which are stronger than any other bonds, even the bond of joy.

The blessedness of the poor and the hungry is indeed a “bond which shall never be broken”.

