
2nd Sunday Ordinary Time: Cycle A 

Gospel of St. John 1: 29-34 

Flannery O’Connor was considered one of the greatest American short story writers of the 20th Century. She 

did most of her writings in the 1950s and 1960s from her family home in Milledgeville, Georgia. She died of 

lupus in 1964. She was also a devout Catholic. Although few if any of her characters were Catholic, she 

brilliantly weaves her Catholic faith into plots and storylines.  

The reality of grace and power of grace became a common theme of her stories. But it is very difficult to 

discover. Almost all of her characters are morally wounded people, quite often despicable while at times 

comical. Often her stories end tragically as people’s moral failures lead down a path to destruction or chaos. 

One lead character in a short story dies and descends into hell. There is rarely a solid moral character and 

rarely a happy ending to her stories. 

So where does grace occur within these stories? I have read several of her short stories and enjoy her writing. 

But often at the end of a story will ask myself, “OK, a good story, but where was grace present? I just don’t see 

it.” Then after reading a commentary on the story, suddenly like scales falling from my eyes, I begin to 

understand.  

More than likely, some of the stories were autobiographical, especially in her later years as lupus robbed her 

of steady health and freedom of movement. Not that Flannery O’Connor was ever guilty of doing what she 

wrote in her stories. Rather, sharing the common wounded human nature, she was aware of what she was 

capable of. In one of her famous quotes, she said, “I don't deserve any credit for turning the other cheek as my 

tongue is always in it.” 

More importantly, she was also aware of the power of grace in her life holding her back from certain choices 

that would separate her from Christ, while leading her forward into a deeper relationship of love with the 

Lord.  

In the Gospel, St. John the Baptist admits he is called to reveal Christ to Israel but he had a difficult time 

recognizing him. He needed the grace of seeing the Holy Spirit descend like a dove and remain with Jesus as 

the sign of his identity.  

Perhaps Jesus was simply too nondescript for him. Jesus didn’t live in the desert wearing strange clothing like 

John, and he didn’t live in Jerusalem wearing fine clothing like the Pharisees and scribes sent to investigate 

him. In fact, Jesus looked and seemed no different from anyone else coming to the River Jordan for baptism. 

Therein lies both the point and also the mystery of the Incarnation.  

Only the Spirit’s presence singled him out from anyone else. The Spirit forever indwelling in the person of the 

Lord Jesus Christ is also forever indwelling in everyone baptized. Because we are baptized into the Body of 

Christ, and because the Holy Spirit dwells in Christ, the Spirit also dwells in us. 

Like John the Baptist, our mission includes recognizing Christ in our daily life and making Christ known to 

others. But like discovering grace in a Flannery O’Connor short story, this can often be challenging and 

difficult. But like understanding her writings better, “difficult” does not mean “impossible”. 

We might often believe that God could do much better than those baptized, but that would be missing the 

point. God doesn’t ask angels to manifest Christ to the world. Rather, God asks us who are baptized to 

embrace this mission. God does not form a committee or create a bureaucracy to carry out this mission. 

Rather, God forms a Church from the wounds of His Risen Son to carry out this mission.  



Our mission to identify Christ’s presence and make Christ known to others needs to begin with an inventory of 

our life. Where is Christ present within us? How do we know Christ from our own life, our personal history, 

our present daily life? Logic may dictate we begin by naming our blessings, our successes, our moral virtues, 

and our spiritual strengths. But from Flannery O’Connor’s influence we come to realize that logic isn’t always 

where it is at! 

Perhaps the inventory should begin with our weaknesses, our moral failures, or our moments of tragedy, 

disappointments or trauma. We should be ready to re-examine our darkest times and our most troubled 

moments from the past. No matter how dark and isolating, we are asked to look again and see if God was 

indeed present when God seemed most absent, most distant from us. We do this not to remain chained by 

shame, guilt, or a sense of personal failure. On the contrary, we go back to those moments to be touched by 

grace and to know the Lord Jesus Christ and his merciful love. 

We are to remember one moment of human kindness giving us reason to hold one; or one moment of 

courage that came from within us; or one brief reason to believe that God’s desire to forgive is greater than 

any accumulation of sins we can commit. In those times and many others, we look back and recognize the One 

we thought had abandoned us or rejected us. Then we can join the Baptist’s words, “I did not know him…(but) 

now I have seen and testified that he is the Son of God.” 

Then, once we have recognized him in retrospect, we can assist others to see Christ and to know Christ in 

deep relationship of love. Then any outreach or challenge we make will come from humility not moral 

superiority; from compassion not judgement, and from solidarity not isolation. This will be our motivation 

because we have experienced the Risen Christ coming to us with humility, compassion, and solidarity to free 

us from the powers of darkness.  

We are reminded from St. Matthew’s Gospel that the Lord Jesus tells us, “I am with you always.” This means in 

our greatest failure or our darkest sin, the Lord refuses to budge from our side. Constantly urging us to repent 

and turn towards the Lord, we experience what it means to be loved unconditionally. This becomes the 

motivation for challenging someone else’s behavior or pattern of living. 

If we do not do our own inventory first, our advice can seem self-righteous, condescending, and shallow. Our 

Lord tells us in The Sermon on the Mount, “Why do you notice the splinter in your brother’s eye but do not 

perceive the wooden beam in your own...Remove the wooden beam from your eye first. Then you will see 

clearly to remove the splinter from your brother’s eye.” This is more than simply good advice. Taking inventory 

of our own heart and soul gives us wisdom and compassion. 

This relates to one of the spiritual works of mercy, “bearing wrongs patiently.” “Bearing wrongs patiently” is 

not about tolerating someone’s abusive behavior or remaining silent in the face of unjust suffering. Rather, 

bearing wrongs patiently still holds someone accountable for their behavior, but also understands that often 

change comes slowly and only God can determine the right time and path of conversion and reconciliation.  

The critical priority of keeping people safe while giving the abuser time to change constitutes the critical 

balance for bearing wrongs patiently. We must always remember, we can take responsibility only for our own 

behavior and conversion, not someone else’s. While we can challenge behavior, hold someone responsible in 

justice, and reach out compassionately, ultimately we can change no one but our self. 

Jesus’ baptism by John manifests his embracing the same human condition we share with each other. There is 

only one human nature, created in love and wounded seriously by sin. Jesus took on our human nature 

wounds and all, though he contributed nothing more to humanity’s alienation from God. The Spirit dwelling in 



Christ is now through baptism also dwelling in us. This is the basis for our hope to recognize Christ and make 

him known to those around us.  

 

   

 

 


