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As perhaps you know, the first followers of 
Christ believed that His return would occur in their 
lifetime. Understandably, people had lost some of 
their passion for daily living, thinking that Jesus 
could walk through the door at any minute. It may 
even be that Jesus held this same belief. He told us 
no one knows that day, not even the Son but only 
the Father. But over the decades and centuries, this 
anxious expectation faded into history as 
pragmatics replaced excitement. 

And yet, though it has been thousands of years, 
Jesus continues to challenge us to live each 
moment of every day as if He might literally walk 
into our homes. Such a stance can leave us feeling 
one of two ways – anxious fear or glorious delight. 

Perhaps your home was like mine growing up. 
Mom’s presence was essential to maintaining an 
orderly, clean home. When she occasionally left for 
a trip, she inevitably instructed us to keep the 
kitchen clean and our things put away. And, just as 
inevitably, we would live like slobs during her 
absence and feverishly clean and straighten 
minutes before her arrival. You know what comes 
next. Of course we didn't always judge her return 
to the minute (this was before cell phones after all) 
and she would walk in the door to a complete 
disaster and we would spend the next several 
Saturdays polishing silver as penance. I’m still sure, 
to this day, that silver tarnishing is some special, 
torturous delight some demon invented to ruin 
Saturdays! 

It was obvious that the four boys had not 
embraced those values of cleanliness and 
orderliness. We only furiously cleaned at the last 
minute to avoid punishment. In so doing, we also 
failed to show respect for her status as matriarch of 
the of the household. 

Jesus’ admonitions to live our lives as if His 
return might come at any minute center around the 
same issues. Showing respect at all times by living a 
life that embraces His values. 

I remember during our cleaning frenzies, when 
we heard mom’s car pulling in the driveway, a flash 
of fear gripped my heart as I considered whether or 
not we had put away all our things, emptied the 
dishwasher and the trash. It always felt as if we had 
forgotten something. It is not that my mother was 
either onerous or harsh. She is perfectly loving and 
generous. 

But we have been created with an intrinsic fear 
of authority which springs from an internal sense of 
our own sin and imperfection. The Psalms call the 
fear of the Lord the beginning of wisdom because it 
is the beginning of recognizing the immense power 
and glory of God.  

If then we fail to live the values Christ calls us 
to, but have an awareness that He is right there, it 
will be a life filled with dread and guilt. The fear that 
Scripture calls for only turns to terror when we fail 
to live as we ought. 

But, of course, there is another emotion we can 
experience while believing God is around the 
corner. 

It is another richer, life-giving aspect of Biblical 
fear more related to awe, mystery, and wonder. 
20th century Rabbi Abraham Heschel explains, 

Awe is an intuition for the dignity of all things, a 
realization that things not only are what they 
are but also stand, however remotely, for 
something supreme… It enables us to perceive 
in the world intimations of the divine. ... to 
sense the ultimate in the common and the 
simple: to feel in the rush of the passing the 
stillness of the eternal. What we cannot 
comprehend by analysis, we become aware of 
in awe. 
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We can cultivate this awe through heeding 
Jesus’ call to be “be dressed and ready for action” 
upon his arrival. 

To do so, in the delayed age of Christ’s return, 
is to live with that constant sense of fearful delight 
that Heschel describes. Looking for it everywhere 
we go, especially in the simple things of life. So even 
though Christ has not yet returned, we can still truly 
experience His presence. 

You know that awe-shucks, warm fuzzy kitten 
feeling you get when you tune into the latest video 
on YouTube? The one that leaves a little mist in the 
corner of our eyes? Well that is not the feeling I am 
talking about!  

No, this Biblical awe-filled fearful delight is 
being overcome by a sudden feeling that Almighty 
God is right there. It is like that feeling that 
someone is right on the other side of the wall. And 
if you press your ear against it, you just might hear 
something. It is that feeling of electricity that 
pumps adrenalin into your heart and sets your 
senses ablaze with a keenness that enables you to 
hear a pin drop. 

In that moment, even hearing a pin drop 
becomes the music of the spheres. One pure note 
sung proclaims the mystery of all creation, one 
glimpse of the petal of a flower holds the beauty of 
all the world. It comes unbidden, so we must be 
ready. 

Be ready! Be ready! Be ready! Any moment in 
this life can hold eternity in it. For God is all in all, 
everywhere at all times. Be ready. It comes in the 
everyday as the common takes on its true 
extraordinary character. 

I remember one day last Spring, I was sipping 
water by the office when a few notes from the 
organ wandered down the hallways. I am sure it 
was Marcia practicing as she does every week. But 
somehow it was more. I felt drawn toward it. 
Compelled by its presence. No one was around and 
I walked to the Tower Room and sat down. It felt as 
if the whole world was trembling. I suddenly knew 

what Isaiah meant when he said that “Even the 
trees will clap their hands!” 

And yet there is even more. 

Being ready means being aware to receive but 
Jesus also commands us to be ready for action, to 
get involved and do something, specifically, to give 
alms to the poor. 

This action is another way in which God 
intrudes, in shocking ways, into the world. 

All of you have experienced the good feeling of 
doing something for another. It may have been a 
warm bowl of soup, carrying groceries to the car, or 
donating money to a worthy cause. At that moment 
you remember those times when others have done 
the same for you. There is a feeling of harmony, a 
sense that, in that moment, the world is as it should 
be, and it creates a sense of kinship with a fellow 
traveler in this world. Well that feeling… is not at all 
what I am talking about!  

Rather Jesus has something dramatically more 
powerful for us in mind and it takes us to His 
admonition in the sheep and the goats that 
concludes with the phrase, “just as you have done 
it to the least of these you have done it to me.” 
What I am speaking of is the moment in which that 
is no longer an idea, but something as real as the 
hand in front of your face and the breath in your 
lungs. And like a dive in cold water that sucks the 
air out and causes you to gasp for breath, it is the 
same. 

It is a chance in holy service that whatever face 
is before you in that exchange, that some part deep 
within you senses the actual presence of Christ 
within that person. It is the Christ of the suffering 
servant. 

Catholics refer to this as the real presence of 
Christ. It is not simply a feeling or an association our 
mind has made but actually Jesus in that person! St 
Augustine wrote “We have become not only 
Christians, but Christ himself, marvel and rejoice: 
we have become Christ”; …and in the face of “the 
poor.” 
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Dorothy Day, of the Catholic Worker’s 
Movement in the last century, was most famous for 
her ability to see Christ in the poor. Some accused 
her of sentimentality but her biting response 
silenced them when she said, 

let those who talk of softness, of sentimentality, 
come to live with us in the cold, unheated 
houses in the slums. Let them come to live with 
the criminal, the unbalanced, the drunken, the 
degraded, the perverted (It is not the decent 
poor, it is not the decent sinner, who was the 
recipient of Christ’s love.) Let them live with 
rats, with vermin, bedbugs, roaches, lice…then 
when they have lived with these comrades, with 
these sights and sounds, let our critics talk of 
our sentimentality. As we have often quoted 
Dostoyevsky’s Father Zossima: “Love in practice 
is a harsh and dreadful thing compared to love 
in dreams.” 

Her courageous stance stamps out any illusion 
of what it means to see Christ in the poor… 

Which makes finding him there, right inside of 
them, all the more puzzling, profound, and real. I 
think this happened to me some 25 years ago when 
I faced a murderer on the other side of iron bars. I 
can’t explain it. It simply does not make sense. 
When I was a prison chaplain doing my rounds, I 
greeted Jerome as I had done before. He told me 
his story, which I won’t get into now, but it was 
filled with evil deeds…ones he had committed and 
ones committed against him. But somehow in that 
exchange, even the dim 40-watt bulb that 
illuminated his barren cell seemed to gleam and 
shine. Christ was right there – of that I have no 
doubt whatsoever. 

He is alive! Be ready! Take action! And Be 
amazed! Amen. 

 


