Two-Edged Sword of the Gospel
Calls Hearers to Gratitude
Ronald Patrick Raab
Brothers and sisters: Indeed the word of God is living and effective, sharper than any two-edged
sword, penetrating between soul and spirit, joints
and marrow and able to discern reflections and
thoughts of the heart.

A two-edged sword is something that could either help
or hurt a person. In every encounter with Scripture, it is
important to hold in our hearts the possibility of such a
paradox. The Word of God penetrates the human heart
and reveals sorrow and pure joy, aloneness and bountiful community, and sinfulness and connection to holiness. The Word of God, broken open and proclaimed, is
more than our earthly jobs within the Church. It is
rather a pattern of life leading us into deserts of prophecy and into gardens of salvation for our people. The
Word of God is our comfortable home, and yet the
Scriptures proclaimed in our autumn liturgies are a
profound call and challenge toward a pilgrimage of
faith and integrity.
The Scriptures proclaimed in September and
October challenge us to the core. Their two-edged
nature separates the foolish from the wise. These
Scriptures invite us into deep communion with God
and provide a pattern for life for both now and the
approaching autumn of adult life.
This two-sided notion of the Word is articulated
on the Twenty-Second Sunday in Ordinary Time in the The penetrating Word of God beckons its proclaimers and hearers to surrender.
Letter of St. James. There, we hear how to receive the
Scriptures and how to put them into practice. James cautions
Ordinary Time), we need to allow Christ to reach our senses
care in handling the Word of God: “Humbly welcome the word
with his healing power. We offer our lives to God, who is love, so
that has been planted in you and is able to save your souls. Be
that we may learn how to love others, including, as St. James
doers of the word and not hearers only, deluding yourselves.
states, the widow, the orphan, and others who are cast to the
Religion that is pure and undefiled before God and the Father is
margins of society. Those we have loved may then be drawn to
this: to care for orphans and widows in their affliction and to
love and glorify God.
keep oneself unstained by the world.” The Word grows within
our humble hearts, teasing us away from feelings for control and
CALLED TO A NEW PATH OF LOVING
self-sufficiency.
I have been preaching this double-edged sword for more than
The Word beckons us to constant surrender. Just as Jesus
thirty-five years, and I still struggle with surrendering to grace.
touched the ears and tongue of the deaf man with a speech
I still struggle also with a desire to control God’s Word.
impediment (Mark 7:31–37, the Twenty-Third Sunday in
Sometimes I edit the difficult passages in Scripture from my
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—Hebrews 4:12–13, excerpt from the Second
Reading from the Twenty-Eighth Sunday in
Ordinary Time

consciousness, and at other times, I am interested in only the
paragraphs that endorse a worthy perception of myself in the
community and as a preacher. God’s Word is also mysterious,
sometimes conniving and often difficult to interpret. The two or
more sides of the Gospel can grasp the preacher by the throat. It
can shock, surprise, and shake preachers out of their complacency. The Word of God, however, most especially calls the
preacher into a new path of loving.
Within the Christian community, the command to love in
this way is non-negotiable. Love must find its way to the surface
and be lived in our actions and intentions. Love, after all, is all we
have as Christians to bring hope to our fragile world. Love that
comes from the person of Christ Jesus is manifest in the doing of
the Word; our surrender in faith to the imperfections, sinfulness,
and darkness people may find themselves in every day.
Some are suspicious of this command to love, fearing that
it provides shades of gray to what they have perceived as clear
teachings. A reliance on Christ is necessary to allow sin to be
touched and to confront our deafness and inability to respond to
the needs of others. As pastoral liturgists, musicians, and
preachers, we need to rely on our faith to live with the doubleedged sword during trying times and difficult decisions.
Another dimension of the dual-sided Word of God is the
divide among the people in poverty and the people in power. I
listened recently to a group of clergy discussing their focus to
make sure the world knows exactly where the Church stands on
issues of family life, sexuality, and liturgy. Our conversation centered on certainty and seemed tinged with a degree of superiority.
I struggled to articulate to the group that God is found also in the
poor, the searching, and the many people on the margins of society. Jesus reaches out to heal, forgive, and make new the people in
sex addiction, food insecurity, and broken marriages.
I seek to learn more of how to pray from the single mother,
the young man with disabilities, or the tattooed youth in a
recovery clinic than I do from folks who have held tightly to the
regulations of the liturgy on either side of the Second Vatican
Council. The Word of God must find its way through our converted hearts into our streets, hospitals, and jail cells. The Word
desires to return to God someday having washed us clean of
pride and self-preservation. The Word does not settle for anything less than making a home within our troubled hearts.

A CALL TO SURRENDER

We must learn from one another that love is not a tightrope but
a living legacy of Jesus’ kindness, generosity, and even love. We
learn to surrender to God not once, but daily in a slow regular
adherence to an openness to receiving grace. Our surrender
comes after a willingness to deeply read and reflect on Scripture.
When we wrestle with the two-edged sword, we allow ourselves
to be released from the tendency to judge others and give in to
prejudice. Mark 8:27–36, read on the Twenty-Fourth Sunday in
Ordinary Time, reveals to us that “whoever wishes to save his
life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake and that of
the gospel will save it.”
This is the mystery of our lives as pastoral liturgists, that
in the end we move beyond our desire to control everything, to
have each item in its place, and to ensure that every other person
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in ministry knows exactly where to stand, what to sing, and
when. Our relationship with Christ leads us to come to the conclusion that we are empty vessels ready to be filled with love and
the beauty of God’s presence. Should we be unable to open ourselves, our worship will not come from deep within, and we will
be unable to fully praise and thank God. The two-edged nature
of our ministry could lead us either to a cave of bitterness or a
new horizon of gratitude. Be careful when you handle the Word
with your bare hands.

A CALL TO A CHANGE OF HEART

On the Twenty-Fifth and Twenty-Sixth Sundays in Ordinary
Time, the Gospel account from Mark (9:30–37 and 9:38–43, 45,
47–48) juxtaposes two vital images of the Word of God. First, we
are to receive the Word like a child in our midst with innocence
and openness. Secondly, the Word is strong and abrasive and
can bring one to cut off a hand or poke out an eye, if such is
required to enter the Kingdom of God. As preachers, the Word is
like a flaming torch from our mouths in the pulpit. Preaching
must be done with caution and preparedness so the fire will
burn brightly in another and not consume the individual. The
preacher allows the Holy Spirit to burn away sin, grief, and anger
from their hearts so the warm glow of love, justice, and peace
may be preached to help the faithful glimpse the reality of the
Kingdom of Heaven.
The account of the rich young man who seeks eternal life
in Mark 10:17–30, proclaimed on the Twenty-Eighth Sunday in
Ordinary Time, is a passage of deep grace for me. I am still the
youth yearning for answers before Jesus. I am still naive. I know
in my mind that to follow the Savior, I must cling to his cloak
and not to the many belongings I carry with me whenever I
move. In my mind, I know that I have yet to fully appreciate in
my heart the treasure that God gives me. I want to desire the real
treasure. I ache to surrender to love, the love that will truly allow
me to be an instrument of God’s Word on Sunday for the good
of all people. I am not alone being invited into such a mystery
and feeling my face fall. I understand that so many of us preachers and liturgists suffer from such awareness that our minds and
hearts do battle as to how to believe in Jesus embedded in the
Word of God. We continue on these efforts well beyond the last
Sunday of the liturgical year.
God’s Word is still forming us, calling us into a change of
heart and attitude even after all these generations. Gratitude
becomes the outcome of our two-edged preaching and practice.
Hope bounces worthily off the walls of our churches where the
rich and poor, the lost and loving, the old and the young, hear
again the Gospel’s two-edged sounds piercing our hearts to find
us alive and faithful.
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