19th Sunday in Ordinary Time “B”      Deacon Frank J. Olmsted
I Kings 19:4-8; Ephesians 4:30—5:2; John 6: 41-51
St. Cletus Parish     August 11/12, 2018   5:00 and 7:30
     “This is enough, Lord!  Take my life, for I am no better than my fathers.”  This wasn’t despair rolling off the tongue of the great Hebrew prophet Elijah.  Maybe it was more of a tired resignation from a man who received a call from God to go to the  Israelite king Ahab and his pagan wife Jezebel, who was murdering God’s prophets.  Ahab said to Elijah, “Is it you, the disturber of Israel?”  Elijah replied that  he was not  the disturber of Israel, but Ahab was, because he and Jezebel had forsaken God and his commandments and followed the false god’s of the Canaanites.  Elijah had placed his trust in the one, true God in the famous contest at Mount Carmel with Jezebel’s pagan prophets .  After God stood with Elijah and the gods of Jezebel were shown to be hollow and false, Jezebel sought to destroy Elijah who then fled the length of the country to Mount Horeb in the deserts of the Sinai.  “I have been the most zealous for the Lord, the  God of hosts,” Elijah said (I kings 19:14).  Yes, Elijah was tired, not regretful or doubtful of his mission, but worn down.  
     I suspect many of us can identify with Elijah.  We work long and hard at our family life, and then despite the good example of faith and dedication to Christ and the Church that we’ve given so many years, a son or daughter drifts away from participation in the Church or from belief altogether.  We work diligently and faithfully at our jobs year after year and get a paycheck but no recognition or occasional thanks for a job well-done.  Maybe we put ourselves out there by working tirelessly for years in the pro-life movement or to help the poor of our community, but nothing seems to change. Politicians and judges still demand that killing unborn children be legal and pay lip service to the needs of the poor and homeless but do little to structurally remedy the problems.  In a good year, we may feel like we’ve taken one or two steps forward and ten  steps backward.  Isn’t this confirmation of original sin, and that we all come into a world marred by sin that we are unable to clean up by our own devises.  If you feel like you’re walking on a tightrope made of strands of hope in the redemptive power of God in Jesus Christ that is stretched across the despair of a world that, for all the efforts of many good and well-intentioned people, is still a moral train wreck, and in which the Church, for all her noble efforts to bring the love of God and the Gospel of Jesus to the world, on a good day may look like she’s running in place, well, don’t 
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feel too bad, because that’s pretty much the way it is today.  That’s about how it’s been throughout history.  Elijah knew it.  He said to God, “I have been most zealous for the Lord, the God of hosts, but the Israelites have forsaken your covenant, torn down your altars and put your prophets to the sword.” Jesus certainly knew it when he approached Jerusalem and said, “How many times I have yearned to gather your children as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, but you were unwilling (Luke 13:34).  St. Paul knew it as he preached in one city after another only to be run out with stones being hurled at him.   The Church knows it as she takes the Gospel of Jesus into the world and has more than 100,000 Christians martyred every year for their faith.  
     What are we to do?  I wasn’t particularly adept at the balance beam in high school gym class much less walking a tightrope. There are, however, models God often places before us: St. Monica who prayed in hope for years for the conversion of her wayward son Augustine; St. Francis Assisi who saw the depressing plight of the poor  and recognized he couldn’t end world poverty but he could help the poor around Assisi, Italy and bring attention to  their needs; St. Gianna Mola who would not allow doctors to abort her unborn daughter even though it cost Gianna her own life.  God puts in our midst many other models not known to the world, but known to us—people who perhaps without much fanfare made their way across the tightrope of God’s hope and grace traversing the chasm of chaos which is much of our world.  We’ve probably all had someone like this in life, if we’ve had our eyes open to see.
     For me one such person was my grandfather.  He was not a man of letters.  He was not college educated.  He was a farmer in Apple Creek, MO near Perryville and then worked until he was 70 as a shoemaker in Cape Girardeau.  One of the great blessings of my life was to know him for 31 years. He and my grandmother were faith-filled people and very devoted to their parish.  They saw many hardships as people of that era did: World War I, the Great Depression, and their two sons going off to fight in World War II.  Through it all they lived a steady and fairly uncomplicated life, and they were happy.  
     They had prayer books from which they regularly read. I asked my grandfather what he found out about God in his prayer book. He replied, “I find out I need to stay in touch with God.”  I didn’t think about it much then when I was ten, but now I can see that this was a good answer.  I loved to take walks around town with my grandfather. He’d talk about life in general, his family life in particular, and anything else I wanted to bring up.  When I was in about seventh grade I 
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told him I liked his life—the vegetable gardens he kept, the shed he built, the flowers he grew, 
the knowledge he had about so many things.   He didn’t have a lot of the stuff other people had, but he was content.  He never complained about other people or about his own hardships.  One evening  we were taking a walk in Cape Girardeau. We passed two large lovely homes one next to the other.  My grandfather noted that in the 1930s they were for sale for $2,500 each.  “Why didn’t you buy them?” I asked. “Today those homes would be worth a fortune.” 
     He said,  “I didn’t have that kind of money in the 30s, but that’s okay. If I’d bought those houses my life would have been a lot different than it is.  We would have had different neighbors; we would have been in a different parish; I might not have had the space for all my vegetable hotbeds and my grape arbor.  The life the Lord gave me is just fine the way it is.”  Then my grandfather added, “My rule for happiness is something like this: Don’t expect everything to be just the way you want it; it won’t be and it doesn’t have to be.  More than half of what you think you need to be happy, you don’t need.  Now, look down and what do you see there?”  
     I replied, “A sidewalk.”  
    “And what else?” he asked. 
    “A lot of cracks and breaks in the concrete,” I responded.  
    My grandfather continued, “What do you see if you look up?”  
     I said, “Millions of stars.”  
     “That’s kind of like life,” he said.  “There are always cracks in the sidewalks of life when we look down, but there’s a lot more beauty in the stars if we look up.”  
     My grandfather didn’t end the depression.  He didn’t bring an end to the Cold War.  He didn’t discover a cure for cancer.  He didn’t end poverty in America.  He understood that the Lord wasn’t calling him to save the world, but he was calling him to do something special in his little corner of the world in southeast Missouri—to work hard, to be the best husband and father he could be, to be a good neighbor to everyone he met, to live a faith filled life in his parish, and to walk over the cracks in the pavement of life, no matter how many there were and look up often at the stars because in their beauty shines the creative touch of God.      
     Elijah knew all too well about those cracks in the sidewalk; he traveled over so many in his journeys to do God’s will in Israel.  Paul knew about those breaks in the pavement; he tripped over many of them as he tried to dodge rocks and jeers thrown his way.  Jesus knew about those 
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cracks because he struggled to carry his cross over them through the streets of Jerusalem up the steep grade to Golgotha.  But Elijah, Paul, and Jesus never failed to look up at the stars to see the guiding hand of the Father enabling them to navigate over the cracks and potholes in the roadways of life.
     When you pick up the daily newspaper or  tur n on the nightly news to find out once again from the media that everything is wrong with the world, step back for a moment and examine your day.  Did you live your day in the light of Christ?  In whatever way, small or large, did you do 
something that made Jesus visible in your day to somebody?  Did you do or say anything for the greater glory of God?  If you did, then you have proven the newspapers and nightly newscasts wrong.  You have proven that there is good in the world because Jesus Christ is present in the world through you.  You have proven that the stars above are so much more beautiful and powerful than the uneven, broken pavement here below.  One final thing: if you have a model like I did in my grandfather, thank him or her.  If that person has died, thank him or her in prayer.  If you don’t have someone like that, look around more carefully—that person is there. 
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