
This is the homily I preached on Sunday 16 September 2001. 
 
 I guess it’s oddly fitting somehow that in a week of senselessness 
we would hear a gospel that seems rather senseless. 
 Certainly it is senseless, nonsensical, to imagine a shepherd who 
has lost only one measly sheep to go off and look for it while risking the 
loss of the entire flock.  To risk 99 for the sake of one doesn’t make 
sense. 

 Certainly it is senseless for a 
parent to respond to a child’s reck-
lessness and selfishness with the exu-
berance and compassion of this prod-
igal father toward his prodigal son. 
 Certainly it is senseless, but 
such are the ways of God; ways that 
seem totally beyond human reason.  
God’s ways may seem senseless to 
us, and yet we are the ones, thankful-
ly, who might be the one missing 
sheep, who might be the careless, 
reckless child; we may be the among 
the lost desperately hoping for secu-
rity and mercy and love. 
 In a week in which we strug-
gle to somehow understand the 
senselessness of human tragedy — 
the ability of humans to hate so deep-
ly that they will do what has been 
done — In a week in which we strug-
gle to understand the senselessness 
of the horror and misery, the fear and 
vulnerability that comes from such 
hate — In a week in which we al-
ready struggle to somehow under-
stand the senselessness of this trage-
dy, we are confronted with the sense-
lessness of God. 
 Those who gathered for mass 
on Thursday, for example, heard 

these words – not chosen because of the circumstance, but established 
decades ago to be read on that Thursday of that week — Doesn’t it seem 
senseless for us to hear of what Paul writes to the Colossians: “Clothe 
yourselves with heartfelt mercy, with kindness, humility, meekness 
and patience.  Forgive whatever grievances you have against one an-
other.  Forgive as the Lord forgives you.” 
 And if that weren’t senseless enough, those of us at mass on 
Thursday went on to hear these long-ago-chosen words of Jesus in the 
gospel: “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you; bless those 



who curse you and pray for those who maltreat you.  Love your enemy and do good.  
Be compassionate, as your Father is compassionate.” 
 What could seem more unreasonable?  What could seem more senseless? 
 And yet can we hastily reject Paul’s call for humility and patience? 
 Can we recklessly conclude that Jesus was simply too much of a Pollyanna and what 
he said a long time ago can’t possibly pertain to our lives, in our world, at this time – at this 
more, we’d like to think – this more sensible time? 
 Can we recklessly conclude that vengeance and abhorrence somehow make more 
sense?  That they seem reasonable? 
 Can we conclude that vengeance and abhorrence make more sense in a world that we 
learned on Tuesday is no longer as neatly defined as we thought it was? 
 Do vengeance and abhorrence seem reasonable under circumstances in which some 
people of some nations, some people of certain religious traditions – in which these people 
feel an incomprehensible revulsion toward our nation – a hatred that is stronger than their 
own lives. 
 Do vengeance and abhorrence actually make sense when some people are heard on 
TV and radio ridiculing other Americans because of their ethnic origin, when people call for 
public executions, when there is a rallying cry for a war in which the battle lines and enemies 
are seemingly impossible to identify. 
 Maybe Paul’s words urging mercy, kindness, humility and patience – maybe those 
words don’t make sense. 
 Maybe Jesus’ urging to love our enemies, to do good to those who hate us; maybe his 
stories of shepherds and parents doing outrageous things – maybe those words and examples 
are unreasonable. 
 These are days in which we grab for anything that might help us make sense of it all.  
Might it be that within these unreasonable words of scripture, these words of Jesus and Paul 
— might it be that within these unreasonable words in unreasonable times — might it be that 
there is something, somewhere in those words that somehow, remarkably, makes sense; that 
is remarkably, somehow, reasonable? 


