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17th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year A

Watching Over Us
A pop song once asked “Who is watching the world?” (Mister Mister from Go On).  We should pose that question to everyone to find out what they believe.  Are the rich watching the world?  Do they and their corporations control and direct it?  Are governments watching the world?  Do their intelligence networks know everything we are doing and steer us to follow their latest policies?  Are news and media agencies watching the world?  Do they shape events by the information they report or withhold or by the way they give the news?  Is nobody watching the world?  Are events beyond anybody’s control or understanding?  
Hopefully, many people would answer the question by saying that God is watching the world.  Even then, people have very different ideas about what God does.  Some think God is watching the world like a spectator.  He does not really care, they say, because the world is full of suffering.  Some think God is watching the world like a judge.  They say that every bad event that happens to people—every disease, every accident, every flood or earthquake or tornado—is a punishment from God for sin.
For Christians, though, God is watching the world like a father.  Like the very best of fathers, God gives what is best for His children.  Or course, God knows better than any earthly father what truly is the best for us and how best to give it to us.  God can also do anything.  Nothing can stop his plan to do what is best for us.   
St. Paul said as much in our second reading: “We know that all things work for good for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose” (Romans 8:28).  God directs all events to work for our good.  The fancy name for this loving watchfulness of God is called “divine providence.”  In all situations, at all times, God is providing for us.  
In commenting on this idea, St. Bernard of Clairvaux reminds us “that [St. Paul] does not say that things suit our whims but that they work for our good…In that sense everything works for our good, even death itself, even sin…Is it not the case,” he asks, “that sins do good to him who on their account becomes more humble, more fervent, more solicitous, more on guard, more prudent?” (The Navarre Bible: Matthew, pages 118-119).  

We sometimes think that God should never allow anything bad to happen to us.  In reality, we are very accustomed to good things being brought out of bad.  Most medicine and surgery does not feel good, and can even be dangerous, but without it, we cannot be healed.  Training for sports or practicing music is not always pleasant, but only through preparation can we gain skill and enjoy those activities more.  Even this oppressive heat in our church building is helping us somehow, I am sure.  At the very least, we are sweating off some extra pounds, and at most, we realize that we do not want to go to a place of fire and brimstone for all eternity.  
This lesson of St. Paul’s is not an easy one to take to heart, that all things work for our good, that God brings good out of bad.  Still, many people have learned it, and their lives were changed.  Joseph the Patriarch was sold into slavery by his brothers, falsely accused in Egypt, imprisoned, and then freed to live among pagans.  When his treacherous brothers met him years later, he was able to say without hatred, “even though you meant harm to me, God meant it for good, to achieve his present end” (Genesis 50:20).  Job, in all that he suffered, was able to say “We accept good things from God; and should we not accept evil?” (Job 2:10).  St. Stephen, like Jesus himself, was able to pray for his executioners as he died, saying “Lord, do not hold this sin against them” (Acts 7:60).  
We could name countless saints who endured cruelty and trials patiently.  The more important matter is to do the same ourselves.  We must get the idea into our heads that “all things work for good for those who love God,” and that God brings good out of bad.  In moments of trial and grief we have a difficult time seeing this.  That is why in times of peace and happiness we must remind ourselves of this continually.  

Little phrases and sayings can help us.  When you stub your toe or bump your knee, say “your will be done, Lord” or “for the souls in purgatory,” rather than some other choice words you could utter.  When you talk about your plans for the future, say “God willing” I will go there or do that.  Each night just before bed, pause and think about the best and worst parts of your day.  Pray to God, “help me to accept your plan.”  And in moments of great anxiety, repeat those words of the Divine Mercy revelation: “Jesus, I trust in you.”  
By many small actions like these, we will remind ourselves that God is watching the world like a father, and that “all things work for good for those who love Him.”
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