HOMILY for the 19th. Sunday of Ordinary Time [C], August 8th., 2010
“He may come in the second watch”

The mystery of the night ...   Or is there such a thing still?   The world is now so lit by artificial light that we can hardly see the stars.   One in five humans cannot see the Milky Way;  two-thirds of humanity lives under skies affected by artificial light-mist.    One should be able to see some 2000 stars in the night, but in big cities, with all the glare, the maximum possible is about 20.
Night no longer has great significance:  we are out at night, night clubs stay open till dawn, and others then go on from dawn till noon.    When the Psalm writer said:  “Night is turned into day”, he little realised what he was saying.

Which is more significant:  the day or the night?   Well, night came first.   In the story of creation in Genesis chapter 1, we read:  “Evening came and morning came, the first day”, and so on.   Not the other way round.   That is why, traditionally, the day started the evening before, as we would say  – and why for example, those of you who come to Saturday evening Mass are following what is an ancient pattern of the Church, and are coming to Mass on Sunday, not on Saturday.

Christians have always believed that Christ would come again at night.   Night provides a different dimension.   In older times, the daily round followed the sun;  when it got dark, one went to bed.   Night was full of natural perils, while in towns there was a curfew;  the gates were shut.   Nowadays curfews, usually in a time of emergency, are to keep the citizens in – quite apart from the existence of ASBOs.    Then, it was to keep dangers out.     

Travelling at night, at least on land, was unheard of until the coming of the railways.   The journey of the Israelites to the Promised Land, which continued at night-time, with the Lord ahead of them as a pillar of fire, was quite exceptional.   It was a sign of the urgency of the task;  there was a sense of daring, of pushing on into the sacred.
Christ is sometimes described as the Bridegroom, coming to collect his bride for the wedding, in a procession lit by candle-light.   Christ is marrying humanity:  that is, he is coming specifically for us.

This coming of Christ is described in some texts in terms of horror.   Here he speaks of himself as someone who will knock.   As in the famous painting “The Light of the World”, we have to let him in.   Will we?  He cannot do it himself.    The real horror, therefore, lies on our missing him.   Missing him through being too dull in sense to realise he is there.

That is why he will come at night.   Because night-time heightens our senses, and therefore night-time heightens our senses to the reality of God.     Night-time can heighten our sense of gratitude, an awareness of what each day brings us, of what each human encounter we make offers to us.      How often we are aware that we ‘missed the boat’, that we did not seize opportunities – an obvious example is when somebody dies and we realise we never said to them what we really wanted to say, to thank them and say how much we loved them.

That is why Bishop Ken, the 18th century bishop of Bath and Wells, in one of his hymns, gives us the line:  “live each day as if ’twere your last”.      This is not meant to be morbid.   It is an invitation to us to live with our senses at their most acute, as in the night-time, seeing Christ in all things.

Of course, the image of the night can be misleadingly romantic – gentle moonlight, and all that.   Christ is not present only in pretty situations;  he is everywhere, but do we see him there?    The night can be beautiful, but it can be threatening.   Day-time, too, can be really ugly, as black as real night, unless Christ is admitted to dwell there.
We should not make this Gospel over-dramatic.  In my last parish, where property prices were, with respect, rather higher than here, many of the citizens had defended their homes with automatic lights which when on with a scorching blaze if you went anywhere near them.    It was certainly a very aggressive property statement, but also, I am told, probably useless, as the flood of light made it easier for burglars to hide in the deeper shadows behind.

Christ’s light, Christ’s coming, is more tender than that.   It is not a threatening light;  it is a comforting one.   Christ brings a gentle light to our often blank and soul-less world.   We should not fear his coming;  we should welcome it.

There is a tribe in Mexico whose members, if asked how old they are, will reply something like this:  “65 years ago I started dying”.   That’s how they see it:  night first, then day.    They are preparing to die from the day they are born.    Their senses are totally sharp, ready for God.

That’s how we should be, using the day-time to show our trust and confidence, so that the night-time may be our joyful hour of welcome.

