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Twelfth Sunday in Ordinary Time (A) 

 
 

Some years ago, a remarkable French film was released called “Of Gods and Men.” The 
film went on to win several awards including the Grand Prix at the Cannes film festival. It is 
the true story of a small community of Trappist monks living in a village not far from Algiers 
in Algeria who were murdered in 1996. The monks were deeply involved in the lives of the 
Muslim villagers, loving them and loved by them. In the 1990s violence begins to engulf the 
country, the violence of Islamic terrorists, and they know that it will threaten their lives. The 
monks must decide if they are called to stay or to leave. The film tells of their dawning 
realization that their vocation is to stay. In one scene they share with the villagers their 
hesitation telling them that they are like birds and perhaps are about to depart. A Muslim 
woman says, “We are the birds and you are the branch.” The youngest monk angrily 
declares that he did not become a monk to die. The Prior replies, “But you have already 
given away your life.” As the film draws to an end, the Prior says to a monk: “I think that 
each of us discovered that to which Jesus Christ beckons us. It’s to be born. Our identities 
as people go from one birth to another. And from each birth to birth we’ll end up bringing to 
the world the child of God that we are.” The monks discover that the more they conform 
their lives to Christ, the more they become themselves. They discover who they really are 
and come to the realisation that they cannot not stay. The final scene shows the monks 
walking through the snow to their place of execution. 
 
From the very earliest days Christians have been persecuted for their faith. Jesus was the 
preeminent martyr (the word means “witness”) and so it is not strange that Christians should 
see a link between those who have died for their faith and Jesus himself. The readings for 
this Sunday focus our eyes on suffering for what we profess. In our first reading Jeremiah 
must face terrible trials. “All those who used to be my friends watched for my downfall” he 
cried out. Jesus himself had to face sufferings in his ministry and he did not avoid them. In 
today’s Gospel Jesus instructs the disciples about the conditions and challenges of 
continuing his mission. The Gospel is both sobering and consoling. The disciples will face 
lethal opposition but should not be afraid of “those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul” 
because they are under God’s loving care and will have Jesus as their ultimate vindicator. 
 
The days of Christians being thrown to the lions may be over, but persecution has remained 
with us. Perhaps no more than in the twentieth century when more Catholics died for their 
faith than in all of the Roman persecutions combined. The late Pope John II was 
instrumental in recalling the powerful witness of those who died in our own times either out 
of hatred for the faith or for witnessing against social injustice or by uttering a prophetic 
protest against the suppression of human rights.  In times past martyrs were often depicted 
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with an ancient instrument of death (a sword or arrows), the more recent symbolism would 
have to show barbed wire, automatic rifles, electric cattle prods and other forms of violence. 
Of course, not every Christian will be called to witness to the faith by suffering a violent 
death. Most frequently, it will be a form a witness that may draw scorn, pity or indifference.  
 
Many years ago I recall reading an extraordinary diary titled “An Interrupted Life.” The diary 
belonged to Etty Hilesum, a young Jewish woman, who discovered Christ while waiting to 
be sent to her death in Auschwitz concentration camp. I remember thinking at the time how 
she revealed something of the spirituality of the martyrs. She revealed that when suffering 
could not be avoided it could still be transformed by drawing it into a larger vision of life. 
This spirituality of suffering involved the embrace of death itself as an inevitable part of 
human existence. She writes: 
 
“I have looked our destruction which has already begun in so many small ways in our daily 
life, straight in the eye and accepted it into my life, and my love of life has not been 
diminished…I shall no longer flirt with words, for words merely evoke misunderstandings: I 
have come to terms with life…By ‘coming to terms with life’ I mean: the reality of death has 
become a definite part of my life; my life has, so to speak, been extended by death…, by 
accepting destruction as part of life and no longer wasting my energies on fear of death or 
the refusal to acknowledge its inevitability…it sounds paradoxical: by excluding death from 
our life we cannot live a full life, and by admitting death into our life we enlarge and enrich 
it.”  

Etty Hillesum later described how she was determined not to escape from the world and it’s 
sufferings but to find God in the world. She included this prayer to God in a letter to a friend: 

“I sometimes imagine that I long for the seclusion of a nunnery. But I know that I must seek 
You among people, out in the world. And that is what I shall do, despite the weariness and 
dislike that sometimes overcome me. I vow to live my life out there to the full.” 

Those of us who have chosen to follow Christ have chosen to follow the one who was 
crucified. Following Christ is often difficult and costly. The paradox is that in dying to 
ourselves we find true life. But we need not be afraid. We have a God who promises us that 
he will not allow us to suffer alone, or to suffer beyond our strength. “Do not be afraid,” said 
Jesus, “every hair of your head has been counted and you are worth more than hundreds of 
sparrows.” 
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