
12th Sunday in Ordinary Time Cycle 

Gospel of St. Matthew 10: 26-33 

 

The movie Silence, directed by Martin Scorsese, is both a beautiful and deeply disturbing movie. Based 

on the novel written in the 1960’s by Shusaku Endo (a Japanese Catholic), the plot focuses on the horrific 

persecutions and excruciating tortures inflicted by Japanese regime Inquisitors upon Japanese Catholics and 

the Portuguese Jesuit priests sent to evangelize their nation in the 1600’s.  

 

The fictional novel is based on a historical person Fr. Cristóvão Ferriera, the Jesuit superior in Japan, 

who broke under intense torture, renounced the Catholic faith, and remained in Japan living among the 

culture as a Buddhist, marrying a Japanese woman and raising a family. In this fictional account, two younger 

Jesuit priests, Fr. Sebastião Rodrigues and Fr. Francisco Garrpe, supposedly Ferreira’s students receive 

permission to go to Japan in search of him.  

 

In one scene, the Inquisitor, having captured Fr. Rodrigues and forcing him to witness the deaths of 

Japanese Catholics he had ministered to, speaks of a few hundred peasant believers on an island off the coast 

that will require his decisive action to root out and eliminate.  

 

The scene made me wonder. The Inquisitor represents a regime with all economic, military and 

religious power in that nation. There is no secular force capable of rendering any damage to the regime let 

alone destroy it. Why be so obsessed with destroying the faith of a few hundred unarmed peasants living off 

the coast with no capability to fight back or even move to the mainland without being detected and 

slaughtered?  

 

In fact, the Inquisitor is right. Those unarmed and non-violent peasants imbued with Christianity were 

indeed a threat to his entire regime. Left unattended, and allowing the Catholic Japanese to further spread the 

Gospel would undermine the entire social order as they know it: religious, political, economic, family, cultural 

and social. This undermining would not lead to chaos but rather to transformation: a transformation to a more 

“human” understanding and thus “human” living of these same institutions. Our truth of the Incarnation 

teaches us “the more human be become, the more divine we become.” 

 
 



Having read several reviews of the movie, one of the best was written by Bishop Robert Barron, 

Auxiliary Bishop of Los Angeles. In his review, Bishop Barron writes, “My worry is that all the stress on 

complexity and multivalence and ambiguity of faith is in service of the cultural elite today, which is not that 

different from the Japanese cultural elite depicted in the film. What I mean is that the secular establishment 

always prefers Christians who are vacillating, unsure, divided, and altogether eager to privatize their religion. 

And it is too willing to dismiss passionately religious people as dangerous, violent, and let’s face it, not that 

bright…. 

 

“I wonder whether Shusaku Endo (and perhaps Scorsese) was actually inviting us to look away from the 

priests and toward that wonderful group of courageous, pious, dedicated, long-suffering lay people who kept 

the Christian faith alive under the most inhospitable conditions, imaginable, and who at the decisive moment, 

witnessed to Christ with their lives. Whereas the specifically trained Ferreria and Rodrigues became paid 

lackeys of a tyrannical government, those simple folk remained a thorn in the side of the tyranny.” 

 

His observation is spot on. In the movie, as the priests come ashore and move cautiously in the 

Japanese countryside, they encounter some Catholics who have maintained the faith as an underground 

church for several years without any priests to guide them. They have baptized their infants, gathered 

together for prayer when possible and certain leaders designated as catechists have continued teaching the 

basics whenever possible. They did all this under threat of hideous tortures and unspeakable suffering if 

caught. The Inquisitor’s obsession with eliminating this is also further proof of Bishop Barron’s point.  

 

           Three times in this one Gospel passage, Jesus says, “Do not be afraid.” This is the most repeated phrase 

of any in The New Testament. We will certainly experience fear, but we must not let fear govern our lives. 

Jesus felt intense fear in the Garden of Gethsemane, but he did not let that fear deprive him of his mission of 

salvation. We need a healthy sense of fear. This healthy fear makes us aware of the dangers we face and the 

challenges of our life without minimizing or denying them. But love must be the motivation of our life.  

 

We have a mission in the world as baptized into the Body of Christ. Our mission is to take the gospel in 

word and deed into our daily lives and be sources of “good news” to those in our families, neighborhoods, 

workplaces, civic associations and other places where people gather.  

 

Our nation and society is all too often motivated by rational and irrational fears. Too many leaders 

exploit fear to secure their own political or cultural agendas. We may share some of the understandable fears 



everyone else experiences. But ultimately, we cannot let fear be the source of our life’s motivation. 

Ultimately, the Gospel needs to be the true motivation of our life.  

 

The Gospel is both gift and responsibility, blessing and burden, freedom and binding. The religious 

makeup of our nation is becoming more and more “unaffiliated.” In the most recent Pew Trust polling, almost 

30% of all Americans do not affiliate with any religious body or worship. Most of these are younger Americans. 

This presents us with both a challenge and an opportunity. We must believe our Catholic faith is not only a 

gift, but can be attractive to those without faith.  

 

Our witness and life as Catholics in the everyday world of our society can and should be an invitation 

for others to seek out the source of our joy, our commitment to justice, our desire to see all people freed from 

their burdens. Our fears will find common ground with all people. But our choice to not let fear be the 

motivation of our life choices will make us an attraction to many.  

 

Pope Francis, “When Christians go about their daily lives without fear, they can discover God’s 

constant surprises. They need to have the courage to dare, not to let fear stifle their creativity, not to be 

suspicious of new things, but instead to embrace the challenges which the Spirit sets before them, even when 

this means changing plans and charting a different course.” 

 


