
 

Novena of Grace 2019 

Readings:  Jeremiah 18: 18-20 | Ps. 31 | Matthew 20: 17-28 

Grace: To see God in the face of everyone we meet.   

 

 

At St. Mark’s Episcopal Cathedral, just a mile or so away from here, our brothers and sisters are 

employing new liturgical texts adapted from a work called Prayers for an Inclusive Church. Written in 2008 by 

Dr. Steven Shakespeare at Liverpool Hope University the goal of this work is to “revitalize the art of formal 

prayer by bringing the experiences of exclusion and liberation into dialogue with the scriptural texts”.  

Here is the Collect chosen for February 3, 2019: 

 

Provoking God 

   calling us through the face of the Stranger: 

release us from the impulse 

   to divide and exclude the other 

lead us through the storms of fear 

   to a clear and new beginning; 

through Jesus Christ, who shows us the Way. 

 

This is our great struggle, seeing the face of God calling to us through the stranger. It challenges us today. 

No doubt, it was a challenge in the 16
th

 century too, but it was at the very heart of the mission of St Francis 

Xavier. I struggle as much as anybody, probably more, but I received a great gift of insight almost a decade ago, 

and it came from an entirely unexpected place. 

 

In 2009 documentary filmmaker Linas Phillips wrote and produced a movie called Great Speeches From 

a Dying World. Phillips spent a year and a half in Seattle; he befriended a group of ten unrelated people, all 

experiencing homelessness and living on the streets. The movie chronicled his relationships with each of these 

people as he entered into their world, not as a reporter, documentarian or a voyeur but as a friend. And, inspired 

by genius, he coached each of them to recite one of the great speeches of the English language. You can watch the 

film if you like. It is now in the public domain and the link is appended to the on-line version of this Novena. It is 

a beautiful film that is hard to watch. There is no set designer to make squalor look romantic, there is no gauzy 

filter to hide the pain and sometimes you are tempted to look away. 

 

We meet a man named Jose, a victim of childhood sexual abuse who never found a way to get beyond his 

wound. Suffering from addiction, homelessness, HIV infection and depression, Jose admits that he has attempted 

suicide seven times. And then the scene switches to Jose in his hospital room. Looking directly into the camera, 

he recites the most compelling exploration of suicide in the English language, Hamlet’s Soliloquy, “To be or not 

to be”. 

 

Jonas explains the challenges of being a Native American, marginalized in an increasingly affluent, 

majority white city. Without a moment of self-pity, he explains the fate of a proud indigenous people who were 

swindled out of their land, their lives, their culture and their heritage. He tells us he was doing OK making it in 

the margins until his baby died and then he fell down the rabbit hole of alcoholism and homelessness. In the next 

scene we find him at Alki, former Indian land, reciting Chief Sealth’s speech “The Dead Are Not Altogether 

Powerless” 

http://usccb.org/bible/readings/031919.cfm
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Phillips introduces us to Deborah. Her home is a pile of blankets on a wheelchair in a covered parking 

garage in downtown Seattle. She talks about her crack cocaine addiction, “I smoked away my job, I smoked away 

my children and my grandchildren. I smoked away my home.” She pauses in a moment of guilt and we leave her 

there until the next scene where we find Deborah on the balcony of the Smith Tower. There, high above the city 

with conviction and urgency fueled by four centuries of racial oppression and misogyny, she looks directly at us, 

and quotes Sojourner Truth’s declaration of independence “Ain’t I a Woman?” 

 

Mark survives by selling the Real Change newspaper on the sidewalk. He marches in place all day long as 

he sells the paper and hopes for a little extra spare change. Mark explains that he is battling mental illness and the 

constant marching helps to quiet the chaos that is taking place in his head. He apologizes for the constant pacing 

and you hear the filmmaker’s voice off camera say, “No, really the dancing is quite beautiful.” Mark explains how 

he feels confined by his mental illness, how he longs to escape the cage in which he is destined to live. And next 

we find him on the waterfront standing in front of a gorgeous summer sunset where he recites St. Francis’ Sermon 

to the Birds: “My little sisters, the birds, how bound you are to God, your Creator, and always in every place 

ought you to praise Him, for He has given you liberty to fly about everywhere,”. 

 

There are two themes of Ignatian genius that animate this film. The first is the filmmaker’s friendship 

with his subjects: the 21
st
 century embodiment of Francis Xavier’s prayer “loving so completely those who are 

sick, forgotten, foreign or living alone.” The second is the opportunity to see dignity and grace in those whom we 

are tempted to pity, ignore or avoid out of our own discomfort. When I discussed this with Mr. Phillips, I said 

“This is such a naïve question, don’t feel like you have to answer it if you don’t want to. But what inspired you to 

make this film?” He answered with one word… “shame.” He said “You know, I have always felt uncomfortable 

around homeless people, sort of afraid of them. And I was ashamed of that. The film was my attempt to lean into 

my fear, to deal with my shame.” An artist’s shame combines with a layman’s curiosity and creates an intense 

Ignatian spiritual experience that still resonates ten years later. How does this happen? 

 

Our Provoking God 

   is calling us through the face of the Stranger: 

releasing us from the impulse 

   to divide and exclude the other 

leading us through the storms of fear 

   to a clear and new beginning; 

through Jesus Christ,  

who is still showing us the Way. 

 

We are living through a difficult time. There are some who would look at our faith, our religion, our 

broken hearted church, in whatever way they find it; draw their own conclusions and say, “if that’s what it is, I 

can do without it.” And I can’t judge them. But in the moments when I glimpse an act of unselfconscious 

devotion, or self sacrificing generosity or kindness…when I see the face of God in you, my sisters and brothers, I 

have to conclude -  if that’s what it is, I can’t do without it. 

Ross Hays 

Day 9 | March 20, 2019 
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As we go into our time of silence, consider this provocative question left for us by our beloved, Oregon neighbor 

and writer, Brian Doyle:  

 

 “Could the secret to a world of peace and laughter be not Christ alone but Christ rising in us? Could Christ-in-

us be a far vaster idea and gift than merely for Christians? Could Christ in us be the reason that human beings 

were lifted from the other species of living beings, and given the gifts of sadness and reflection, mysticism and 

vision, hilarity and art, brains with unplumbed depths? Could Christ-in-us, the divine splinter slammed into every 

heart, be what we are here for? Could that be why His story is so persistent and insistent and mysterious and 

uneasy? Could His story be far bigger than the religion we built on it?”  Could it? 

 

Note: 

The film Great Speeches from a Dying World is in the public domain and can be viewed here: 

https://vimeo.com/36264149 
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