
20th Sunday in Ordinary Time (C) 
 

 

The symbols used in this gospel reading of fire and water are familiar in apocalyptic writing, and 

are used to suggest a time of purification, a time of changing over as a new world begins.  For 

Jesus to employ these traditional metaphors implies that the moment for the new time is now.  

Jesus brings the old to an end and makes the new possible through his death and resurrection.  

That seems to be the “baptism” to which he refers, using baptism in the sense of martyrdom: 

“There is a baptism with which I must be baptized, and how great is my anguish until it is 

accomplished!” 

 

G.K. Chesterton wrote the following words almost eighty years ago. One of the things that, for 

him, gave the Church credibility is the fact that, so often, it is surrounded by what he calls a 

“halo of hatred.” 

And there shone on them in that dark hour a light that has never darkened; a white fire 

clinging to that group like an unearthly phosphorescence, blazing its track through the 

twilights of history and confounding every effort to confound it with the mists of 

mythology and theory; that shaft of light or lightening by which the world itself has 

struck and isolated and crowned it; by which its own enemies have made it more 

illustrious and its own critics have made it more inexplicable; the halo of hatred around 

the Church of God. (The Everlasting Man, Hodder & Stoughton, 1939, p. 188) 

I quote these words not as an attempt to offer an apology for the Church institution today as it 

suffers through a period within which it is frequently an object of hatred or suspicion or 

indifference. Defensiveness is not my purpose here since I am not entirely sorry that a lot of 

anger is currently being directed towards the Church institution. Some of this anger is justified, 

after a few centuries of privilege, and all of it will, I hope, be helpful in fuelling an important 

period of purification within the Church. I want to suggest, then, that we in the church should 

have a curious gratitude for all the anger that is being directed toward us today.  

This leads to another important consideration, and I ask you to give this some serious thought. 

Christianity is the only religion that worships the scapegoat, the one who is hated, excluded, spat 

upon, blamed, ridiculed, shamed, and made expendable. Think about our primary symbol—the 
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image of the crucifix.  Christianity is the only religion that focuses on imitating the victim, and 

that sees God in the one who is surrounded by the halo of hatred (to use Chesterton’s phrase.) 

There are some important lessons to be learned from this, not the least of which has to do with 

where we see truth, and goodness, and God. We have to be aware of this and more attentive, 

since we live in a culture which, not unlike most cultures in the past, scapegoats some persons to 

the benefit of the others, and then identifies God and holiness with those who have created the 

scapegoats.  The prophet Jeremiah was a victim of this kind, as we heard in the first reading. 

God should not to be confusedly identified with the myths of success, power, glamor, and 

popularity. It is never appropriate to confuse God—or what is holy—with current cultural 

religion, which, antithetical to Christ, worships the included, the glamorous, the ones who aren’t 

shamed and ridiculed, and the ones who seem important and indispensable. The God of our 

culture, and the God that is unfortunately preached in some of our churches, is not the God who 

dies on a cross, and is hated, spat upon, and scapegoated out of ignorance. Our culture does not, 

in general, worship a crucified God.  

The true God Jesus revealed, however, is still excluded, mocked, scapegoated, made expendable, 

and often killed, in our very own culture. Where do we see this?  Our own culture, like every 

other culture past and present, creates a category of persons that it deems expendable, and then 

subsequently victimizes through exclusion, ridicule, scapegoating, and sometimes through actual 

death. The ones who constitute that category shift slightly from time to time, but there is always 

a common denominator: it includes those who are the weakest. 

Rabbi Jordan Hersch (at Beth Shalom here in Frederick) recently wrote an article in the 

Frederick newspaper, where he related his grandfather telling him that Easter was one of the 

scariest days of the year for Jews in Poland, in that Catholics on Easter would look for Jews to 

beat up.  I feel embarrassed that my own ancestors on my mother’s side may have been beating 

up Rabbi Hersch’s ancestors as scapegoats on the sacred feast of Easter. 

Think about how our culture often marginalizes and scapegoats the sick, the poor, the 

handicapped, the unborn, the unattractive, the struggling, the non-productive, the aged, certain 

religious groups, certain sexual orientations, certain ethnicities, and even whole genders. These 

we deem expendable and subsequently take away full status within the human family. Worse 
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still, we sometimes identify God and holiness with those who are doing the excluding. But this is 

antithetical to true religion—and true wisdom. 

Where is God in all this? God is on the side of the victim, standing with the one who is excluded, 

and present in the one being ridiculed, and dying in the one who is being put to death.    True 

Christianity knows this. It worships the scapegoat on the cross—the one who is surrounded by 

the halo of hatred—Jesus himself.  “There is a baptism with which I must be baptized, and how 

great is my anguish until it is accomplished!”  

Jesus brings the old to an end and makes the new possible through his death and resurrection.  

This was done in his own person, but today it continues through his Body of which we are 

members.  The new order is, unfortunately, painfully slow in appearing.  We may be Christ’s 

Body, but we can certainly drag our feet!  It is our baptism that welcomed us into the mystery of 

Christ’s death and resurrection.  The Eucharist we share today beneath the image of the crucified 

Christ reminds us, once again, of what we are called to be, and with whom we are called to 

stand. 

 


