HOMILY for the 3rd. Sunday of Lent, March 7th., 2010
“Leave it one more year”

In the year this church was completed, 1927, there was published an influential novel which is concerned with one of the questions in today’s Gospel:  are our lives entirely directed by divine decree?      The novel is “The Bridge of San Luís Rey” by the American writer Thornton Wilder.
The Bridge of San Luís Rey – of Saint Louis the King – was a real and famous bridge in Peru, a rope bridge built by the Incas over a gorge in the Andes.   In history it was built in the 14th century and was still carrying foot passengers in the 19th., though I would not have wished to be among them.       In the novel – which is actually a book within a book – things are different.

It is July 20th., 1714, and a Franciscan friar, Brother Juniper, on his travels is approaching “the finest bridge in all Peru”.   Ahead of him some people can be seen crossing.   Suddenly, without warning, the ropes break, the bridge fails, and the friar sees several travellers falling through space to certain death in the river bed far below.

Impressed by what he has seen, the friar decides to find out all he can about these unlucky people, and write it in a book.   He is sure he will discover that it was God’s will, because of the conduct of their lives.   They had to be guilty.   That was the standard wisdom;  it is the argument put forward by  Job’s friends in the Old Testament book of Job, when Job’s family, farm and health are all destroyed:  he must have sinned.
What Brother Juniper discovers surprises him.   There are five people who have died, two men, two women and a boy.   All of them are linked in some way or other, and all of them are battling with the great questions of life and love.   All have reached a point which actually marks a progress.

One is an aristocratic lady, a Marquess, enduring an arranged marriage, estranged from her daughter who has gone to Europe.    Endlessly writing her letters, and resorting to increasingly superstitious religious practices, she is on her way back from a shrine, having prayed for her daughter who is pregnant.   She has finally come to realise that this obsession is destroying her.

The second is the Marquess’ maid, Pepita, an orphan, brought up in a convent where the Abbess was a woman of unceasing and unadvertised goodness.   Pepita complains of her fate, and her loneliness.   She has just written a letter to send to the Abbess which the Marquess has seen, and the two of them have achieved some reconciliation.

The third, Esteban, also an orphan, is a twin.   His brother had had an affair with a famous Peruvian actress, and the failure of the affair had taken away his will to live.    Esteban has come to see that his obsession with his brother is consuming him, and he is in the process of heading to the coast to join a ship for a new life.

The fourth, Uncle Pío, a man of letters and a lover of the theatre, had been the same actress’s patron.   He had watched how the actress, her beauty destroyed by smallpox, had become dangerous and spiteful.   Uncle Pío has just got the actress’s permission to take her son, Jaime, away for a year, so as to make a gentleman of him.   Young Jaime is the fifth victim.

At first sight, these discoveries make the bridge tragedy even worse.   Rather than being killed when they were unrepentant wrongdoers, these people all die when they are finding the right path!   Brother Juniper found that what was clear was the power of love, much clearer than any understanding of God’s purposes.   Any question we wish to ask about people’s lives, the friar sees, must be asked correctly and clearly, and we must have faith that we are asking the question the right way.    The wrong question to ask is:  Does God determine to destroy some people?    The right question is:  Are we living a life of love?

Brother Juniper’s book was burnt as heresy by the Inquisition in Lima, as was Brother Juniper its author.  There was outrage that the friar had denied the traditional image of God as one who avenges and punishes.

Brother Juniper was a disguise for the real author, Thornton Wilder.    Wilder’s father was a strict Calvinist, who presented God as a “petty schoolmaster” weighing guilt against merit, who overlooked the love of God as being all-encompassing and all-powerful.     Wilder rebelled against this:  God’s retribution would always be just, but God’s love goes beyond it.

Not everybody likes that idea of God.    The Gospel of today is not addressed just to anybody, but to the people who are announcing two calamities to Jesus.    Reading between the lines, one can imagine them smugly feeling that the victims have “got their come-uppance”.    Jesus will have none of this.

Their attitude still exists today, in different forms.   Just turn to the letters page of the Catholic press.   “Why does Father not give a sermon on Hell?”   “Why are all these people coming to Communion – they must be in mortal sin?”    There is a presumption of other people’s guilt and fitness for punishment.

It is this presumption which Jesus attacks.   “Go on like that,” he says, “and you will perish.   Not physically in the same way, but morally, spiritually.”    These critics, alongside all those caught up in a life of sin, are the fruitless fig-trees.   But there is still time.    The four adults who die on the bridge had frittered away much of their lives but had moved on at the end.   Even the boy Jaime was about to experience a new and rewarding love away from his destructive mother.
At the end of the novel, the Abbess of the convent, the woman of total goodness, comments:  “There is a land of the living and a land of the dead, and the bridge is love:  the only survival, the only meaning”.   But just when these people were starting to love properly, the bridge collapsed!     In comparison with their past pain, their deaths in this collapse is actually a lesser thing, but that is not the point.    Our leaving this earth, its manner, and its time, are mysteries.   We are to use our time well – like the Abbess – and if we realise we are not, we must change.    The patient God of love calls us to that.

Every day in the world there are calamities, the vast majority unrecorded.   There is no magic talisman against them.   Even living in a Chilean town named after the Immaculate Conception is no guarantee against an earthquake.     The important thing is not to have succeeded, but to have run the race.   As St. Paul says to the Philippians:  “I do not consider that I have already won, but one thing I do:  forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal”.

Jesus, all-loving and all-merciful, criticises those who presume to judge others, assuming they must have been guilty, and also misjudge themselves, presuming themselves to be perfect.    Whether we fall into a gorge, or are blown up, or slaughtered by some tyrant, or crushed by a tower, or die peacefully in our beds, the question is:  Have we tried, have we tried to show love, have we tried to show mercy?

