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13th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year C

Images
“Birds have nests, foxes have dens, but the hope of the whole world rests on the shoulders of a homeless man.”  That was the reflection of the singer Rich Mullins on today’s Gospel (see “You Did Not Have a Home” from The Jesus Record).  “You had the shoulders of a homeless man.  You did not have a home.”  Not our usual image of Jesus, but that’s how he lived during much of his ministry—wandering the land without money and relying on other’s contributions for his daily needs.  

It’s a mistake we often make: putting God in our image instead of seeing ourselves in His.  Artwork is the best example.  During the Middle Ages, Jesus often looked like a European king.  During the Italian Renaissance, Jesus often looked like an Italian aristocrat.  In American art, Jesus looks American.  In African art, Jesus looks African.  
There’s a certain truth the artists are capturing.  Jesus relates to men and women of every time and place.  Since Jesus is human, he truly is one of us.  
But like one of us, Jesus is unique.  We cannot force him to be somebody he is not.  Jesus was a Jew from Palestine in the first century.  He looked like a Jewish man of the time.  
Jesus is also the Lord God.  When he says “follow me,” we must obey without making up excuses, unlike the people in the Gospel.  Moreover, Jesus expects us to follow him.  We are not doing Jesus a favor by living as a Christian—he is doing us a favor by allowing us to follow him.  Worshipping God, serving others, and living the moral life are all for our benefit.  
Maybe that’s not the image we have of faith.  We often make the mistake that following Jesus is our favor to him—that we should be rewarded simply for showing up at church and doing the bare minimum.  But the real image of faith, the real image of discipleship that we see in today’s Gospel is a call to total commitment.  Jesus gives an open-ended call without spelling out the end or the circumstances along the way.  All he says is “follow me.”

Today is a good day to re-examine our image of God.  It’s a good day to re-examine our image of faith.  The poet Rainer Maria Rilke once wrote that our images of God can hide Him from us like a wall.  Yet he also wrote: “it would take Merely a call from your lips or from mine To break it down, And that without a sound” (from “You, Neighbor God”).  

I believe that call he talks about is the call of prayer.  We need to return always to the Gospels in prayer to remind ourselves who Jesus really is, and to remind ourselves what Jesus really calls us to do.  To avoid putting God in our image and to see ourselves instead in His, we must meet the real Jesus in prayer.  Only then can we make a total commitment to Jesus and answer his never-ending call: “follow me.”
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