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The Thirty-second Sunday of the Year (C)


The signs of death are all around us and from it none can escape.  The leaves of the trees have fallen and continue to fall, even if they have not changed colors too significantly.  The darkness increases even as the light fades away and the temperatures continue to decrease.  All points to winter, to that coming season of death.  And with it, our thoughts, too, turn to death – or at least they should during this month when Holy Mother Church especially commends the souls of the dead to our prayers.


The first reading today from the Second Book of Maccabees presents the famous story of the seven young men and their mother who accept death rather than renounce their faith and back God’s law.  The demand made on these faithful Jews is simple: eat pork and live, refuse and die.


If confronted with a similar situation, what would each of us do?  Would we renounce our faith and turn our back on God and live, or would we remain faithful and accept death for Christ Jesus?

Our response to such circumstances would depend very highly on how we answer this question: What happens to us after death?  Is this not the perennial question of mankind?  Is this not the very question that so many today seek to avoid?  Yet, it is this very question that gives meaning to life, which marks out the path on which we are to walk.


Those seven sons and their mother trusted well in the mercy and love of God.  Confident of the resurrection of the dead “[they] regarded [their] suffering[s] as nothing” (II Maccabees 7:12).  What did they say to their persecutors?

The first said, “What do you expect to achieve by questioning us?  We are ready to die rather than transgress the laws of our ancestors” (II Maccabees 7:2).  He then was tortured before his brothers and his mothers and finally killed.


The second brother said, “You accursed fiend, you are depriving us of this present life, but the King of the world will raise us up to live again forever.  It is for his laws that we are dying” (II Maccabees 7:9).  He then was tortured before his brothers and his mother and finally killed.


Looking at his hands which were about to be cut off, the third brother said, “It was from Heaven that I received these; for the sake of his laws I disdain them; from him I hope to receive them again” (II Maccabees 7:11).  Before his brothers and his mothers he was tortured and killed.


The fourth brother said, “It is my choice to die at the hands of men with the God-given hope of being restored to life by him; but for you, there will be no resurrection to life” (II Maccabees 7:14).


One by one her sons were killed before her eyes in a single day, yet this blessed woman encouraged her sons, saying:

I do not know how you came into existence in my womb; it was not I who gave you the breath of life, nor was it I who set in order the elements of which each of you is composed.  Therefore, since the Creator of the universe who shapes each man’s beginning, as he brings about the origin of everything, he, in his mercy, will give you back both breath and life, because you now disregard yourselves for the sake of his law (II Maccabees 7:22-23).

What allowed this mother to say such words?  It was surely her faith in the resurrection of the dead, her faith in that which the Sadducees denied.


When it came time for the execution of her last remaining son, this brave and noble woman said to him:


Son, have pity on me, who carried you in my womb for nine months, nursed you for three years, brought you up, educated and supported you to your present age.  I beg you, child, to look at the heavens and the earth and see all that is in them; then you will know that God did not make them out of existing things; and in the same way the human race came into existence.  Do not be afraid of this executioner, but be worthy of your brothers and accept death, so that in the time of mercy I may receive you again (II Maccabees 7:27-29).


In the end, not only these seven sons accepted death, but their mother, as well.  Rather than renounce their faith, they welcomed death.  Would we do the same?

Every time we profess the Creed, we profess belief “in the resurrection of the body and the life of the world to come.”


Whenever we lose sight of our own coming death, we lose sight of the resurrection of the body that awaits us.  It will either be a resurrection to life or to death.  Our fidelity to Christ will place us squarely on one path or the other.  “There are two ways,” opens The Teaching of the Apostles, “one of life and one of death, and great is the difference between the two ways.”


Our task then as faithful disciples of the Lord Jesus is to beg him, as the Prayer after Communion for today’s Mass prays, to “keep us single-minded in your service.”


If we live our lives in view of the resurrection of the body, then we live single-minded in God’s service so that we may be found worthy to enter into the heavenly Jerusalem.  We know that Christ Jesus invites all people to enter into his kingdom.  There is only one condition: everyone who wishes to enter the heavenly kingdom we must give ourselves entirely to Christ Jesus, holding nothing back.  If we hold anything back, we cannot enter the kingdom of God.

Looking at the example of those seven sons, we must ask ourselves this question: For what would I be willing to give my life?

It once was said, “Until you have found something worthy dying for, you have not really lived.”  If we have not found something worth dying for, then we have nothing to guide and direct our lives, nothing to give meaning to the joys and drudgeries of life.


Consider your own life for a moment.  How do you spend most of your free time?  Do you live with your death in mind?  Are you, as it were, on the golf course more than you are with your family or with the Lord in prayer?


Whatever the case may be for our individual lives, we each have our priorities.  What, then, are my priorities?  Are they priorities simply in thought, or are they priorities in deed, as well?


I know that I am asking a lot of questions today, but I have good cause to do so.  Consider again your priorities: would you die for these?  Would you willingly give your life for that which you devote your time and energy?


You may say to me, “Father, this is a morbid question,” but I say to you: this is a pre-eminently Christian question, for the Christian always looks forward to death, to the dies natalis, the day of birth to new and everlasting life promised us in Baptism and strengthened with each Holy Communion.


There is only one thing truly worth dying for.  
� The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, 1.1.





