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16th Sunday in Ordinary Time 9th  
Sunday after Pentecost 2013 

“There is need of only one thing, Mary has chosen the better part and it will not be taken 

from her”. (Luke 10: 42) 

“O you of little faith, why did you doubt?” (Matthew 14:31) 

These words that we heard in today’s gospel force us to ask the question that 

continually needs to be asked in our own time and age: 

What is the one thing that I need in life, and how do I find it?  If Mary the listener, 

rather than Martha the activist, is held up by Jesus in Luke’s gospel as the 

model, what is the “better part” that Mary chose which I also  can choose and so 

find the “one thing” that we all need? 

What does faith mean?  What does it look like?  How is it different from the 

doubt with which we find faith almost all the time interspersed in our lives?  

What does it mean to live as a “faithful” human being today? 

Unless we find a way of answering these kinds of questions for ourselves, Jesus, the 

gospel and the practice of Christian life will almost always remains on the surface level, 

on the level of the conventional, the “inherited”, the faith of somebody else, whether that 

“somebody else” is our parents, our friends, other people at church, the priest, or the 

pope.  And somebody else’s faith and experience can certainly get us by for awhile, 

because we always, in a sense, live off others.  But at some point, everyone who in one 

way or another has found himself/herself within the Christian community will eventually 
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ask the question: what is this Christian faith thing really about? What, if anything, does it 

help me to see and understand and experience that I wouldn’t otherwise see and 

understand and experience? 

There are various ways of trying to answer this question, but I would like to reflect for 

just a short while by using some ideas that come out of Pope Francis’ recent encyclical, 

Lumen Fidei just published this month.  “There is an urgent need”, Pope Francis says, 

for us “to see once again that faith is a light: and that the “light of faith is unique, since it 

is capable of illuminating every aspect of human existence”.  In other words, the one 

thing that all human beings need is something that will help us to see and experience 

and understand life rightly, or maybe better put, to see and experience and understand 

life as life actually presents itself to us.  This is what we Christians call “faith”.  Faith is 

not closing your eyes, gritting your teeth, and hoping that things were other than they 

really are.  Faith, Francis argues, is a light that enables us to see things as they are. 

That’s why faith can never ever be forced on anyone, despite the countless times in our 

history when we tried to force faith on people.   

A light that is actually powerful enough to illuminate life, the pope says, “cannot come 

from ourselves”.  It comes “from a more primordial source: in a word, it must come from 

God. Faith is born of an encounter with the living God who calls us and reveals his love, 

a love which precedes us and upon which we can lean for security and for building our 

lives”.  In other words, real faith always opens us to what we call “love”.   And if we allow 

our lives to be transformed by this love, Francis says, then we can “gain fresh vision, 

new eyes to see”, and so “a vision of the future opens up before us”. 
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“Faith opens the way before us and accompanies our steps through time”, the Pope 

claims. What this means is that faith is not some static kind of thing that, once we have 

it,  it gives us all the right answers that we can tick off, put it in a box, and then say “I 

have faith”.  No, faith is what leads us forwards on a journey through life towards the 

future.  And like Abraham, our father in faith, we often don’t know where we are going, 

what the future holds, or how we will find things.  But faith, as the Pope says,  is “a call 

to leave our own land”, it is “a summons to a new life, the beginning of an exodus which 

points” us, like Abraham, “towards an unforeseen future”. The sight which faith gave to 

Abraham was always linked to the need to take this step forward: “faith "sees" to the 

extent that it journeys, to the extent that it chooses to enter into the horizons opened up 

by God’s word”. 

 

That journeying by faith towards the future, towards the unknown, which we Christians, 

Jews and Moslem see as beginning and modeled by Abraham was continued 

throughout the story of Israel and culminated in the story and the journey and the faith 

of Jesus of Nazareth.  For us Christians “Christ is not simply the one in whom we 

believe, the supreme manifestation of God’s love; he is also the one with whom we are 

united precisely in order to believe. Faith does not merely gaze at Jesus, but sees 

things as Jesus himself sees them, with his own eyes: it is a participation in his way of 

seeing.”  We "believe" Jesus when we accept his word, his testimony, because he is 

truthful. We "believe in" Jesus when we personally welcome him into our lives and 

journey towards him, clinging to him in love and following in his footsteps along the way. 
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Here, I think, is where we come closest to understanding what faith in Christ really is: 

beginning to see,  to experience,  and to understand life as Jesus did, as the Pope says, 

“to participate in Jesus’ way of seeing”.  That, of course, is the really hard part, because 

quite frankly, I frequently would rather see things without reference to Jesus or to God 

or anyone else.  I would rather look at life purely and simply through my own eyes.  

Saint Augustine, in his usual concise and striking way, said something really important 

to this tendency,  "Do not turn away from the one who made you, even to turn towards 

yourself".  Once I think that by turning away from God I will find myself, my life begins to 

fall apart.  The beginning of salvation is openness to something prior to myself, to a 

primordial gift that affirms life and sustains it in being. Only by being open to and 

acknowledging this gift [that comes from outside of me] can I be transformed, 

experience salvation, and bear good fruit. 

The difference in life that faith makes, simply put, is that it opens our hearts to what we 

Christians call “love” and creates the possibility that can be transformed by that love. “If 

we open ourselves to this offer of primordial love”, Pope Francis says, our “lives are 

enlarged and expanded”.   “The truth we seek, the truth that gives meaning to our 

journey through life”- the one thing necessary- “enlightens us whenever we are touched 

by love”. “And anyone who loves realizes that love is an experience of truth, that it 

opens our eyes to see reality in a new way”.   In this sense, Saint Gregory the Great 

could write that “love is itself a kind of knowledge possessed of its own logic”. It is a 

relational way of viewing the world, which then becomes a form of shared knowledge, 

vision through the eyes of another and a shared vision of all that exists.” 
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This way of understanding faith- as the door to the priordial offer of love- has immense 

implications for how we understand not only our own lives as Christians, but how we 

understand and then treat both those of other religions and those who have no explicit 

religious faith.  “The light of faith in Jesus”, the Pope says, “illumines the path of all 

those who seek God, and makes a specifically Christian contribution to dialogue with 

the followers of the different religions.”  “Christian faith in Jesus, the one Saviour of the 

world, proclaims that all God’s light is concentrated in him, in his "luminous life" which 

discloses the origin and the end of history.”    But, Francis argues, “there is no human 

experience, no journey of human beings to God, which cannot be taken up, illumined 

and purified by this light [of Jesus]. The more Christians immerse themselves in the 

circle of Christ’s light, the more capable they become of understanding and 

accompanying the path of every man and woman towards God.”   

In other words, genuine faith is not mean, it is not narrow, it is not exclusivist.  Rather, it 

is open and welcoming and inclusive.  Because faith is a way, it has to do even “with the 

lives of those men and women who, though not believers, nonetheless desire to believe 

and continue to seek. To the extent that they are sincerely open to love and set out with 

whatever light they can find, they are already, even without knowing it, on the path 

leading to faith,” the Pope says.    That is an amazing affirmation-  whenever any human 

being is open to love, they are open to God and are on the path towards God.  Here is 

what faith finally looks like, what the one thing necessary in life looks like- that we begin 

with whatever light in life we have, that as we journey through life we do not turn our 

backs on love, but continue to open ourselves to love wherever and however we find it.  

If we human beings do that, then, surely, as Pope Francis put it, “Anyone who sets off 
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on the path of doing good to others is already drawing near to God, is already sustained 

by his help, for it is characteristic of the divine light to brighten our eyes whenever we 

walk towards the fullness of love.” 

 


