Thirty-third Sunday in Ordinary Time
November 15, 2009


This is my last homily.  No, the archbishop hasn’t taken away my faculty for preaching.  And, no, I have not had a premonition of imminent death.


None of that, rather, I have taken up the challenge today of giving the homily I would want to leave with you, if I did, in fact, know it was my last.  I borrowed this idea from a university in the Northeast that many years ago began a tradition of inviting each of its professors to deliver the “Last Lecture.”  The professor was expected to put into one lecture what he or she would want students and fellow faculty members to hear if it were, indeed, that professor’s last lecture.


It seems to me a good idea for preachers in the Church as well, especially on this Sunday when the readings are about end times, about the world as we know it coming to an end.  What better Sunday, then, to preach the Last Homily?  So, here goes: a clear statement of what I would want to leave with you as a final message.  What, out of all the things that could be said, would be most essential?


I limit myself to one message, one theme, for this Last Homily, and it is this: Know that you are loved by God!  Know that you are made in the image and likeness of God, that through the incarnation, the paschal mystery—the passion, death and resurrection of Christ—God is closer to you that you are to yourself.  As the Muslim say, “God is closer to you that your own jugular vein.”  And what you experience from being that close is love.


Know that you are loved by God.  It’s such a simple, straightforward statement that you might wonder why it needs even to be preached on.  Why isn’t it enough to just say that, and be done with it?  Because everyone who proclaims the good news, and preaches it, is competing with a powerful alternative narrative, a competing message.  It is a message that seeks to convince you that your essential being is determined more by biology, or perhaps psychology, that by your unique relationship to God.  This voice often drowns out the truth of God loving you deeply, fully, madly, with complete abandon.  When the homily is over, when the Mass is ended, so this competing message goes, there is only the reality of an often cold, inhospitable world where you must find an alternative route to happiness.


That is the reality everyone who ministers in the Church has to confront.  Everything we do at Mass seeks to create and atmosphere in which the truth that God loves you deeply can be experienced.  By our entering into the music, by an active and conscious participation in the Mass, by the celebrant’s prayerfulness, everything contributes to a deeper awareness of the real and passionate love God has for each person.


The preacher has an important role in making this possible.  The one who preaches must try to break through the barriers of indifference, to awaken a memory of Love, to stir up a passionate desire for God, to somehow infiltrate this astounding truth into your consciousness and, maybe, even your subconscious—the truth that God loves you.  Whether it be through stories, appropriate humor, a good metaphor, poetry—all of these are employed with this purpose in mind: to penetrate into your heart, to reach that still point where a part of you know only to God hears and believes this transforming truth, that you are wonderfully loved by God.  God has created you out of love, sustains you in love and envisions a future for you that is pervaded by God’s love.  This is your human dignity, a reflection of God’s glory.  Accept it once and for all!

It might seem that the readings for this Sunday do not lend themselves to the theme of this last homily.  Both Daniel and Mark contain words of foreboding, impending doom, destruction, end times.  Where is the love of God in all that?  I believe it is there, if we know what we are looking for.

What the authors of these letters are describing in chaos.  And we are no strangers to chaos.  Whether it be the Middle East, Iraq, Afghanistan, our country, our Church, and even our personal lives, we are well acquainted with chaos.  But our God is quite at home in chaos.  And why?  Because God manifests God’s love by bringing good out of chaos.  There was chaos at the dawn of creation, and from it God created all that is good.  There was chaos at the time of Caesar Augustus, and into it came the Son of God.  There was chaos at Calvary, and out of if came new life in Christ.  There will be chaos at the end of time, and out of it will come eternal blessing.  We believe that God creates out of chaos and does so with unfathomable love.


So do not be afraid of the chaos, no matter on what lever you encounter it.  Embrace it!  Embrace the chaos and experience God’s love there!  Trust in the creative providence of a loving God to once again bring life out of chaos.  Don’t be like those who want to escape the chaos by being whisked away in some kind of rapture, while the “Left Behinds” must cope as best they can.  St. Therese of Liseux knew chaos as well as we do and yet her prayer at the end of her life was, “I want to spend my heaven doing good on earth.”  That’s embracing the chaos!  Stay in the chaos with the hope and the confidence that the God who loves you will bring about new life.


If you can find God’s love in all things, in order as well as in chaos, you will have the overriding sentiment I would want you to take away from a Last Homily: joy.  Not the shallow, fleeting happiness that often masquerades as joy, but a deep, abiding joy that can only be experienced by someone who has come to realize at the deepest possible level that each one of us is truly loved by God.  And internalize, make your own, what I preach to you in this Last Homily: You are loved by God.
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