
    

MARY - MOTHER OF GOD  
Mary is celebrated in surprising places; she is the person who has been on the cover of Time Magazine more 

than any other.  

 

Mary is honored with many, many titles. Today we celebrate her under the most basic of all her titles: Mary 

the Mother of God. This is the one title from which all others flow - and my personal, only title. For me, all 

other titles are redundant. All other titles derive from this one. She, a young, unknown Jewish girl from a 

relatively obscure village, was chosen to bear in her body the Messiah.  

 

Little is known about her. Matthew and Luke are the only two authors in the New Testament that include any 

description of events before Jesus began his public ministry. Nothing at all is known about Mary prior to the 

angel’s arrival.  

 

Devotion to her approached adoration by the beginning of Vatican II in 1962, there was a proposal to publish 

a separate document on Mary. The council fathers decided against it. They noted that many of the faithful 

were honoring Mary more than Jesus. So, the council fathers decided to speak of Mary in the context of the 

church. Why? She was present at its foundation; she was the mother of Jesus and she was one of his first 

disciples.  

 

There is a dubious Latin inscription in many churches: Ad Jesum per Mariam - to Jesus thru Mary. We 

cannot ever forget that Jesus/God is the end point of our prayer and worship. We need no intermediary when 

we speak to our Lord – his door is always open; there is no gatekeeper.  

 

The primary place of Jesus is brought out in today’s Gospel. When we carefully read it, we recognize that the 

focus is not on Mary but on Jesus and what his coming into the world means. This highlights the difference 

between how peter reacted so differently, decades later, at Jesus’ transfiguration from the way Mary reacted, 

here. Peter experienced a marvel and said: let’s do something – let’s build three tents here. Mary’s reaction 

to her experience of angels and shepherds is not to do, but to treasure, to reflect, to ponder.  

 

Reflection follows observing and listening carefully. She took the experience to heart. She quietly went over 

the words, interacted with the experience, allowed it to saturate her memory of it. Mary’s attitude of 

treasuring and pondering brings us back to the very heart of Christianity: Jesus - the one whom she treasures 

and ponders.  

 

Besides forming Jesus body during her pregnancy, Mary would later help Jesus form his human personality 

as he grew. We need to remember that Jesus was like you and me in all things but sin. His mother influenced 

his personality as our mothers influenced us. For us, there were traits we took on from our mother and 

perhaps others we did not take. Jesus’ personality traits can also be traced to his mother: his gentleness, his 

compassion for people who were hurting, his kind and respectful treatment of women in an historical period 

that treated women as things, mere possessions. These gifts were part of her motherhood; these were the 

qualities she passed on to Jesus.  

 

Standing at the threshold of a new year, we are invited to honor Mary both for teaching us the need for 

reflection on our experience and for her helping to form Jesus’ personality. More profoundly, we honor Jesus 

who came to show us the way to his father, the way into the kingdom of God.  

 

Our treasuring and pondering prepare us to be ready for the mysteries of what this New Year will hold for 

us.  

 

 

     



EPIPHANY  
The journey is a profound vehicle for a story: as old as the Iliad and Odyssey of Homer and the exodus of the 

Jews - as new as the story of you and me. The first reading told of a journey of kings to Jerusalem with gifts 

of gold and frankincense.  

 

The Gospel reading from Matthew is the writing of a Jew to fellow Jews - about another Jew who is the 

fulfillment of their promised Messiah. Matthew tells the story with wonderful images and great drama. Like 

every good storyteller, Matthew weaves tempting previews and the possibility of danger.  

 

King Herod had a terrible affliction, paranoia; he killed his wife and three of his sons and later would kill the 

Holy Innocents. Herod was not interested in showing homage to the newborn king. He got information from 

the scribes, then lied, then used it in an attempt to maintain power. For some unknown reason, the scribes did 

not follow up on it themselves: “and you Bethlehem of the tribe of Judah, a savior will arise from you,”  

 

The scene at the Bethlehem stable has more participants. We know how Mary and Joseph got there. The 

shepherds came - and had it easy. The journey was short; the directions were excellent; the light was bright; 

the music was great!  

 

The magi had it tougher. There was much confusion. The magi followed a mysterious star, they sought help 

from Herod, who introduced them to the Jewish scriptures that were explained to them by experts, scribes. 

The starlight may have been poor, especially by day, but it was enough to get them there; they found Jesus.  

 

Today, we celebrate their arrival and the meaning of it. “Epiphany comes from the Greek word for 

”“appearance,” “manifestation.” Until the fourth century the western church celebrated three principal feasts: 

Epiphany, Easter, and Pentecost. Christmas, narrated by Luke, was not a big feast. The significance of 

epiphany, narrated by Matthew, is the celebration of Jesus’ first contact with gentiles.  

 

Closer to the birth of Jesus, the shepherds came to the stable. Christianity in the west sees shepherds held in 

higher esteem than middle-easterners. God, characterized as a shepherd, spans both testaments. Numerous 

major figures were shepherds: Abel, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, and David. Hear the words from Psalm 

23: “The Lord is my shepherd.” In Matthew [2:6:] “From you shall come a ruler who is to shepherd my 

people Israel.” Jesus is the consummate good shepherd. Shepherds’ love for sheep is not dependent on sheep 

being well behaved.  

 

In the middle- east, shepherds with their 24/7 jobs were unable to keep Jewish precepts regarding eating and 

washing. Also, they allowed sheep to nibble in others’ pastures; they were therefore looked upon as thieves. 

Their inclusion by Luke is significant. It was they came down from the hills to the stable. They were not 

turned away, not rejected.  

 

Matthew includes the magi, the wise men. They came from the other end of the economic spectrum. They 

were wealthy enough to make the long journey and to bring precious gifts. They were smart enough to ask 

directions when they were in doubt. Although they may have enjoyed great prestige in their homeland, but to 

the Jews they were gentiles, foreigners. They did not enjoy the divine election of Jews. They, also, came to 

the stable. They were not turned away, not rejected.  

 

We remember that one of the first major problems with the young, Christian church was to decide whether 

new, gentile Christians had to first become Jews before being accepted. The belief in divine election of Jews 

was an ongoing, powerful force.  

 

The Epiphany celebrates the fact that regardless of position on the economic continuum or religious opinion, 

all are welcome to the table in Christianity.  

 



It challenges us as individuals and as institutional church to be inclusive: always. This wonderful parish, in 

my opinion, has no problem with this individual challenge and cannot change an institution, but . . . It is the 

lesson for today in the scriptures.  

 
      

2nd SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME  
In the synoptic gospels, Matthew, Mark, and Luke, Jesus simply invites four fishermen to follow him, and 

they do it. In John, the first disciples were followers of John the Baptizer. John the Baptizer hails Jesus as the 

“Lamb of God,” and two of his followers go off with Jesus.  

 

Jesus asks them, “What are you looking for.” Could there have been a more penetrating question? Were they 

legalists looking for answers to hard questions in the law, like Scribes and Pharisees? Were they 

revolutionaries looking to overthrow roman authority, like the zealots? Were they looking for power, like the 

Sadducees? Or, were they simply poor, sinful, quizzical, Jewish men, looking for light? Simple souls. “What 

are you looking for” is the key question for any would-be disciple. Is it money, power, prestige, or service?  

 

Their answer seems, at first, off point: they answer his question with a question: “teacher, where do you 

live?” They are respectful towards the one whom john the baptizer showed the greatest respect; they call 

him, “teacher.” They ask by their question that they do not want a superficial, roadside, fleeting few words 

with him. It is not a “let’s do lunch” situation. They want to know him; they want to be friends, visiting with 

him in his own home.  

 

He answers in the Jewish, rabbinic tradition “come and see.” which means, “come and we will talk together, 

find truth, and you will experience truth that I alone can open up to you.”  

 

Two disciples followed Jesus. One was named, Andrew. Andrew then went to his brother, Peter, and did 

what Andrew is famous for: not trying to be famous. Andrew was a first-chosen apostle, but he was not 

chosen to be in the inner circle of Peter, James, and John. Also, he was very content in doing what he seemed 

to do best, bringing others to Jesus. He did it here, bringing his brother, Peter. Peter was the one chosen to 

lead. Andrew was fine with that. Andrew appears three times, each time introducing others to Jesus. Later, 

he appears in chapter 6 bringing the boy with the 5 loaves and 2 small fish to Jesus before the multiplication 

event. Later still, he appears in chapter 12 when he brings the non-Jewish, Greek inquirers to Jesus.  

 

The other of the two disciples who joined Jesus this day is not named. Scholars suggest that it was the 

beloved disciple, John. Why? John wrote this Gospel. The author notes that this incident occurred “about 4 

o’clock in the afternoon.” Is it not true that we remember the place and time of our most significant events, 

where and when we were at an earthshaking moment. This may well have been this common experience that 

led the author to note the time. If he was there, John would never forget this event and never be the same as 

long as he lived.  

 

I would suggest that the most relevant line for us in today’s gospel is the question of Jesus, “what are you 

looking for?” What is the bottom line for you in coming to me? What are you looking for? Is it for relief 

from guilt because of the fear of punishment for past sins or indiscretions? Is it for a need for eternal 

security? Is it for some kind of career opportunity that could come from doing Jesus’ work? Is it to achieve 

some form of peace when anxiety is an ongoing probability with all the concerns of living today.  

 

All the foregoing questions may play some role in the drama of our lives. Absolute purity of intention is an 

ideal seldom realized. But – and it is a large but – should not the right answer to “what are you looking for?” 

be: I recognize the centrality of relationship in life. I am looking for the perfect relationship. I recognize you, 

my lord, to be the other person that makes the perfect relationship. I recognize your revelation to me as love. 
I want my prime, love involvement with you, my lord. I want to be your disciple in my life with you and in 

all my relationships  

 



I believe that that is the answer that Jesus was looking for from these first two disciples on this day . . . At 

four o’clock.  

 
      

BAPTISM OF OUR LORD  
Today is the feast of Our Lord’s baptism by John the Baptizer. This was not a sacrament; sacraments had not 

yet been instituted. This marks both the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry and his identification with us, 

Jesus would later choose baptism to be the initiation and lifetime lifestyle of the reformation of the Jewish 

faith.  

 

So much has happened in our understanding of all that surrounds the sacrament that I thought today would 

provide a good opportunity to talk about baptism.  

 

Wm. J. Bausch in A New Look at the Sacraments tells us that in the Roman Empire where our church has 

roots, a “sacrament” meant an oath or pledge of allegiance a soldier took to the roman emperor. For us it is a 

public allegiance to follow Jesus. We remember that Jesus never used the word, “sacrament” - it is a church 

word.  

 

Years ago when many of us were baptized -- and perhaps your kids, too -- there was a rather shortsighted 

understanding of baptism. Godparents took us to church. Our mothers were home making the potato salad 

for the party afterward. Honestly, there was often more concern about the party than for the baptism itself.  

 

Baptism was thought to be almost magical – a ceremony where water was poured and special words were 

said that would remove a stain from the soul. “Stain” was a metaphor to indicate the effects of the sin of 

Adam and Eve.  

 

Today, “original sin” is seen as “sin in our origins” - the accumulation of evil that surrounds us from the time 

of Adam and Eve until the present. Today, both parents and godparents are present and all four publicly 

promise to teach the Christian truths and practice that form a moral atmosphere, to be an influence for good 

to offset the worldly evil that engulfs the child. To understand this, parents and sometimes, godparents are 

required to go to class on baptism before the child is baptized.  

 

Baptism is not simply a ceremony - it is a lifestyle. Baptism has an impact on our daily vocabulary, our 

attitude toward life, and our conduct. It affects - or should affect- how we pay our taxes, work with co-

workers, talk to and about our neighbors, how we choose to be entertained, how we react when we receive 

too much change from the store clerk.  

 

For our pledge to take root, we need other believers to help us by their example on how to live out this 

pledge. Faith is more caught than taught. Our early practice of this lifestyle comes from our parents and 

family. If their practice was good, our practice tended to be good. If their practice was poor, our practice 

tended to be poor. When we are old enough to know right from wrong in the atmosphere of our parents and 

family, we choose to keep – or not keep - this pledge for ourselves. Not to decide is to decide negatively.  

 

Like marriage and priesthood, baptism involves a vocation. Baptism is actually a variation of the sacrament 

of marriage: the Lord and we took each other for better, for worse; for richer for poorer; in sickness and in 

health... until death do we unite. It is about relationship 

 

We hear today of “baptized unbelievers.” A seeming contradiction: people who go through the motions of 

religion, but have not experienced the personal, life-altering conversion that is essential. It was rightly said 

after the Vatican Council ended and a new course was set that the task of the church then was to convert the 
baptized.  

 

The question is asked: Why don’t we baptize people when they are old enough to choose for themselves?  



 

Our answer?  

 

To raise a child religiously neutral requires us to be religiously neutral ourselves. It would mean having our 

children live among us as non-Christians. Also, it would be an impossible, psychological tension precluded 

by the very nature of faith and the commitment that faith requires. It would be like not immunizing your 

child, spiritually. Later, they may repudiate their baptism, but they cannot object later to having been 

baptized any more than they can object to their parents’ setting up an educational trust fund, if they later 

decide against further education.  

 

Today is the last day of Christmastime in the liturgy. Tomorrow begins “ordinary time.” The real Christian 

life is not lived in the more spectacular Christmas and Easter times, but in the long hauls in between. 

Ordinary time provides us with the time to be faithful to our pledge, faithful to our sacrament of baptism - 

our vocation: Ordinary people living as extraordinary Catholic Christians.  

 
      

3rd SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME  
I’ve never been to mainland Europe, but I have been told that some cathedrals from the 17th century have 

pulpits built in the shape of the mouth of a great fish. The preacher speaks to the people, standing as the 

prophet Jonah recently emerged from the mouth of the whale.  

 

You remember the story; Jonah was sent to the east by God to Nineveh, the capital of Assyria -- modern day 

Iran. Assyria was the nation that earlier held the Jews in cruel captivity. Jonah, instead, headed west to the 

Mediterranean Sea and shipped out to go further west. Where, of course, he comes face-to-face with the 

whale.  

 

This is a story loved by children, but it is primarily an adult story. Let us not get distracted by the story of 

how a man could be swallowed whole by a fish and live. This is not ichthyology, but theology. It is a 

comedic story more about what goes on inside a person than about what goes on inside a whale.  

 

The Assyrians had done the Jews dirt; Jonah had been raised to hate the Assyrians. Jonah could not stand 

facing the truth that his own personal enemies were not God’s enemies.  

 

God was threatening Jonah’s learned bigotry, threatening that puffed-up feeling of moral superiority. 

According to the scripture scholars, the Jonah story targets Jonah and fellow, narrow-minded Jews who were 

wrongly secure in being the “chosen people.“  

 

There is good news: God brought about the single, most-sweeping renewal movement recorded in Scripture 

through the preaching of a man who was far from perfect. It proves again that God can write straight with 

crooked lines.  

 

Who are our Ninevites? Terrorists, child-molesters, people of different national origin, different social 

standing, different racial background or sexual orientation? Could it be that God is sending us to bring his 

love to them?  

 

In the beginning of Mark’ s Gospel, Jesus speaks to four Jewish fishermen. Each, like the Ninevites, 

responds promptly with his “yes” to Jesus. These, also, would stand out in sharp contrast to the many Jews 

who refused to accept Jesus.  

 

So, the connecting link between the two readings is: God’s call & our response. The church, in placing these 
readings together, encourages a prompt, non-judgmental response, like the Ninevites and the four apostles.  

 

How do we respond?  



 

Perhaps we are like Jonah. Do we spend a good part of our life avoiding God by distracting ourselves with 

television or something else, so we don’t have to face our god?  

 

Perhaps we are like the ancient Jews. We live out our personal exiles, bruised in heart with real or imagined 

hurts that we hold onto and stew over endlessly.  

 

Perhaps we are like the apostles who quickly said “yes.” Peter and Andrew say “yes.” Jesus comes before 

business; James and john say “yes.” Jesus comes before family.  

 

For both the apostles and for us, the journey may later get rough, and we need to remember that just as the 

apostles fell and got up, so must we. Our “yes” is not a once and for all decision. We, like them need to get 

up when we fall and begin again to live our ongoing “yes.”  

 
      

4th SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME  
Jesus was asked several times: “By whose authority do you say these things?” – or in today’s Gospel – 

“What is this? A new teaching with authority.”  

 

The old, authoritative, teaching from scribal wisdom, was passed on from older scribes and founded on 

avoidance, no-no’s: people, like lepers and tax-collectors and sinners; things: like, like pork, unwashed 

whatevers – persons, places, and things to be avoided.  

 

Our idea of authority is two-fold: 

1. There is, first, authority from outside. Someone else confers this authority - like being appointed a 

cabinet member, a CEO, a bishop. It is usually accompanied by an oath of office. 

2. There is also the authority that comes from inside, from within a person. It is the authority that 

comes from experience, education, it is being “an authority,” for example, on Benjamin Franklin, on 

diamonds, on astrophysics. 

Actually, inner authority is the root of the word ”authority” itself. The “auth” in authority comes from two 

Greek words: autos and epha: “He himself says so.”  

 

It is the ideal to have both kinds of authority. The authority, which Jesus emphasizes in today’s Gospel, is 

inner authority. Jesus possessed no conferred, Jewish, earthly, authority. It takes an act of faith to accept that 

his authority came from his father. Repeated incidents like this convinced many that that was true.  

 

The scribes would quote famous rabbis when asked a question. Jesus did not; he spoke boldly for himself. 

He held people spellbound, hanging on his every word because he possessed a profound inner authority. 

Jesus held complete authority both the authority conferred by his father and a life of openness to learning 

truth. It freed him to challenge the status quo. It ultimately got him killed.  

 

A lot of folks with external authority do not see the difference between external authority and internal 

authority, and, in their frustration at not being recognized as “the authority,” get aggressive, even violent. It 

happened to Jesus . . .  

 

Outside of military service, external authority is never sufficient by itself. The scribes rested on the laurels of 

their external authority. They lost respect among those who listened to and compared the scribes’ and Jesus’ 

teaching.  
 

This raises the question of church authority. We believe 100% of the important church teachings in the 



apostles’ and Nicene creeds concerning doctrine. Main line Protestants agree 100% with us.  

 

What about the moral decisions about which the church invokes its authority over us? Does the church 

always speak god’s will? Historically, the answer is no. Slavery and usury are two easy examples.  

 

Most times, directives make good sense. Sometimes, however, they do not. “Discernment” is the traditional 

word for learning God’s will for oneself. We are to listen carefully to church directives; that is the literal 

meaning of “obedience.” ob + audire means to “listen carefully.” When we do not agree, we pray for the 

Holy Spirit’s guidance, examine the issue, our motives and the circumstances of the situation, and prudently 

make our decision. A habitual, good relationship with God is necessary.  

 

Jesus trusted his God-given, Spirit-inspired gifts and powers; we are called to do the same. Like JESUS, we 

need to have the courage of our convictions.  

 

When we are reflectively in tune with God, we, like Jesus, will do courageous and marvelous deeds in 

breaking scribal, fearsome boundaries - with authority, as did Jesus.  

 
      

FIFTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME (February 5, 2012)  
February is a difficult month. We are between the festive seasons of Christmas and Easter. We walk on the 

frozen tundra in relative darkness, trying to avoid the flu and the “Febs” bundled in our warmest clothing. 

Today, the Church presents us with the Book of Job as a beacon of light that leads us toward the light in an 

atmosphere of gloom.  

 

The book of job is part of “wisdom literature.” Job was the perfect man, honest and true, and he experienced 

unlimited prosperity. It is the story that the human author weaves about a fictional man from the Land of Uz 

who never existed, but will always enlighten us as a guide into the mystery of why the innocent suffer. It also 

teaches the place of possessions in our lives. The Book of Job raises our question: why does God allow the 

innocent to suffer? Rabbi Harold Kushner used Job’s plight for his classic book, When Bad Things Happen 

to Good People.  

 

God leads job toward an attitude of humility. God does not have to justify to job or to us either his actions or 

his non-interventions in our lives. God is mystery; we cannot comprehend all the whys and wherefores of 

god. Job ceased questioning when he came face to face with god’s immensity and turned instead to simple 

faith and trust. Job finally said to God: “I am of little account; what can I answer you? I put my hand over 

my mouth.” Wisdom! God contents Job with his power and mystery.  

 

Today we are blessed with more than Job’s story, more than what Rabbi Kushner can provide from his 

Jewish faith-insights in his attempt to answer the question. We Christians recognize Jesus as our Savior. 

Jesus does not give a final answer to Job’s questions, but does reveal deeper truth to us, and he corrects a 

faulty perception of gifts.  

 

Jesus also broadens our understanding of suffering. Job’s conclusion, and the conclusion of many even today 

is that the world’s goods give indication of God’s favor; their absence, a sign of God’s disfavor. Jesus 

advances this understanding when he tells us that his father allows rain to fall on the good and the bad 

without discrimination. “Bad things” are not punishment for what we have done. Let us also remember that 

Jesus did not heal everyone who was sick or raise every dead person to life in his lifetime.  

 

St. Francis de Sales sheds additional spiritual insight in asking, “What goods have we which we have not 

received; and if we have received, why should we take pride in it? [Intro. Iii, 5]  
 

God will not answer all our requests as we might wish. There is some small consolation when we see Jesus’ 

undeserved suffering. Even after agonizing prayer to his father asking him to take the cup away, Jesus 



recognizes and accepts suffering, we hear him speak: “Let it be done to me according to your word.”  

 

How can we expect that all our prayers will be answered as we wish? God’s plan is beyond us. Jesus tells us: 

“I will be with you all days . . .” He will remain with us in the midst of our trials and pain. He promises to 

send his Spirit, the Consoler. We can count on no more; we can count on no less.  

 

Our anxious moments can be alleviated by a deeper awareness of God’s power, loving presence, and wisdom 

in our effort to humbly “Live Jesus.” Who of us has not gone through pain and in hindsight not seen personal 

growth? We are transformed into a more faith-filled, trusting and humble person in our relationship with our 

Father.  

 
      

SIXTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME (February 12, 2012)  
A curious thread runs through the readings today: community.  

 

The first reading regards what is destructive of community: isolating someone. We heard the plight of lepers. 

Leprosy included many skin disorders in a more primitive medical era. Those called lepers were ostracized. 

In our day, Hansen’s disease is treated. But, many contemporary groups suffer the fate of ostracism: physical 

reasons like being HIV positive, obesity; racial reasons like being Hispanic or Black; political reasons, like 

being a member of the “other” party; theological reasons like being conservative or progressive; sexual 

reasons like a different orientation.  

 

Too often we read of the violent reaction of an ostracized, lonely student. We have other lepers: the annoying 

person at work, the demanding in-law, and the difficult neighbor. A current term for shunning is “NIMBY,” 

not in my back yard.  

 

The leper must have heard of Jesus’ healing. He, against the rules, approaches Jesus. Jesus, against the rules, 

reaches out and touches the leper. Healed. He may now rejoin the community with unimaginable joy.  

 

In our Gospel, Jesus teaches that instead of ostracizing those different from us, we are to “do community” by 

being always inclusive, letting community happen.  

 

Jesus exhibited his ever-present compassion. John Shea wrote so well: “When the consciousness of sameness 

and connection replaces the consciousness of separation, compassion arises. Compassion is a felt perception 

of sharing a common world that drives us toward action.” Jesus showed us that real cleanliness is a matter of 

the heart. Compassion engenders community. Community engenders compassion in wonderfully non-vicious 

cycle.  

 

Less than two decades after this incident, Paul will write to the Galatians [4:27-29]: “All of you who have 

been baptized into Christ have clothed your-selves with him. There does not exist among you Jew or Greek, 

slave or freeman, male or female. All are one in Christ Jesus.” We are one community. In Christ no one is an 

outsider except the self-righteous who really believes others to be unworthy and therefore shuns them.  

 

We see Jesus takes three steps in today’s Gospel. First, he feels compassion for the suffering and he sees the 

outreach of the leper. Second, he stretches out his hand and touches a man known to be “unclean”-- thereby 

making himself ritually “unclean.” Finally, he wills the healing to happen. He does something.  

 

Jesus‘ three-step process teaches us to do as he did. We need to begin with compassion, daring to connect 

with people whose situation or condition turns us off or inclines us to avoid them. This calls us to deal with 

our own prejudice and insecurity. We may not want to “go there.” But, we need to go there. We have to be 
willing to touch lepers. We need to visit the sick, look the homeless person in the eye, and be faithful to 

members who reveal what we do not want to see. We need to develop respectful relationships - not stances 

with folks - regardless of what makes them “different.” We have to will to challenge any attitude, behavior, 



or structure that keeps people outside our circle. We have to will that no one be considered unclean or 

unworthy.  

 

The Lord Jesus lavishes us with countless favors through the gift of his sacramental touch at the sign of 

peace and sharing Eucharist as we build community. May we realize that we have great value and dignity, so 

we can always reach out and show the same for others.  

 
      

SEVENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME (February 19, 2012)  
Forgiveness. At first, it seems so unnatural. Remembering what was done to us, payback seems so natural. 

We may think of a clever retaliation; perhaps we might be subtle with passive aggression, with a snub. We 

may say with Eliza Doolittle, “Just you wait Henry Higgins.“  

 

Our first and third readings deal with the topic of forgiveness.  

 

Isaiah speaks a strange –to -them message to the children of Israel. The central, sacral event in Jewish history 

was the deliverance of the Jews from Egyptian captivity. Moses was directed by God to lead his people away 

from the Egyptians through the red sea.Remembering that event, commemorating that event was and 

continues to be their central act of worship: the Passover. After their second exile, in Babylon, it seems 

incomprehensible that God would now command his people to forget. Today, we hear the children of Israel 

being told to forget their captivity in Babylon.  

 

God is challenging them to a new level in their spiritual evolution. Just as the people must not remember the 

past, so God will not remember the people’s past sins. God forgets, so that the Jews can make a fresh, new 

beginning.  

 

The initiative comes from God, not in response to some repentant act of the people. He calls them to be like 

himself - God-like - to take the first step away from the famous law of talon: “An eye for an eye and a tooth 

for a tooth.” That begins to prepare them for Jesus’ future insistence on forgiveness, as an absolute “must.”  

 

He challenges them to forgive: not to remember. Not remembering needs to be nuanced. Neither they nor 

we can forget a significant event. It is a part of their /our history. Like the address of where we grew up, 

neither they / nor we can forget. What we all can do is to forget - in the sense of not holding on to a grudge, 

brooding over the memory of an event. The custom had been for them to carry the event as a rock in a burlap 

bag over their shoulders - ready to swing that sack at the first opportunity at the one who did them dirt. He 

calls them and us to “let go” while the sack is still back there, so the rock will fall harmlessly to the ground 

behind us.  

 

Jesus initiates something new in our gospel story. The faith of the friends of the paralyzed man as well as 

their creativity is rewarded. The four who carried the man and their chutzpah could be celebrated with a feast 

day all of its own for their faith and determination. We all know people who would do as much. 

Jesus heals the man - which is not really new. And . . . He forgives his sins - and that isnews!  

 

He astonishes the Jewish people because he claims an authority equal to God’s in forgiving sin. His proof of 

the invisible forgiveness is witnessed by the visible cure of paralysis. Amazing proof. Amazing grace.  

 

And us? We are - most of us - convinced that god forgives us. But, beyond that, we are challenged to 

astonish the world by the way we are always ready to forgive. We are given the power to empower others - 

like God himself - to begin anew through our forgiveness of others.  

 
That is being God-like in today’s world. It is our response, our challenge to spiritual evolution in our day.  

 

We are reminded of our God–in-Jesus during Eucharist. Here we remember the over-arching moment of 



divine forgiveness in Jesus’ death on the cross - we see the extent to which God will go to have his son 

persist beyond any human inclination not to call a legion of angels to avenge him. He even makes excuses 

for them and prays simply “Father, forgive them; they do not know what they are doing.” And they don’t. 

We do know who we are to emulate and what we are called to do.  

 
      

FIRST SUNDAY OF LENT (February 26, 2012)  
Today’s Gospel depicts a personal battleground for one’s soul, one’s spirit. Jesus went into the desert, a 

place of death, where people went to learn about life. They went to learn in the place where there were no 

distractions of sight or sound, or smell, or taste. In the desert, stripped of creature comforts and the usual 

supports one has. One’s only companion to oneself: one’s God.  

 

Jesus spent forty days there. “Forty” connotes a long time in Jewish thought. Reminiscent of Moses’ forty 

days on the mountain of the commandments and Israel’s forty years in the desert where the Jews battled 

hunger, thirst, fear -- and were tempted to give up on their dream of the Promised Land and go back to 

Egypt. “Going back” can be a serious temptation.  

 

Mark does not recount Jesus’ battle in detail as Matthew and Luke do, but simply says that Satan put Jesus to 

the test.  

 

When we demythologize Satan, we understand Satan as the internal, devious forces of individuals, groups of 

people, and the structures they conceive that cause suffering to others. These forces alienate people from 

God and one another – forces diametrically opposed to God. Jesus’ purpose is to bring the Kingdom of God 

to God’s people.  

 

Lent is surely not simply a time for “getting ashes” and not being able to eat meat on Fridays and fast on Ash 

Wednesday and Good Friday. It is not a time for simply “giving up something” to lose a few pounds for 

cosmetic reasons to make yourself and the world a more beautiful place. From the spiritual standpoint such 

practices are senseless -- even harmful. If we were to limit ourselves to these externals, we would be on the 

right side for the wrong reason -- which T.S. Eliot calls “the greatest treason.”  

 

Lent is well called a “desert experience.” We do not leave our homes and jobs and travel to a desert. We 

make time to create a desert atmosphere in our hearts, in our spirits. We strip away some of the good things 

in our lives and provide a quiet place, a “venue” where we look back at the world and into our own lives.  

 

Or, should I say we have the opportunity to do that. Whether we do that or not is our choice. Whether lent is 

spiritually profitable is largely in our hands. Jesus brought the kingdom of god to us. “Bringing” is only half 

the story. The other half is that the Kingdom of God needs to be accepted by us.  

 

Some insights and a question that John Shea raised and answered are very helpful: why were Jesus and the 

Kingdom of God he preached, and the love of the father he lived and spread not more broadly accepted? 

Why have these not been more broadly accepted in the two millennia since?  

 

Many of us heard the words last Wednesday, “Turn away from sin and be faithful to the Gospel.” I suspect 

that the reason that I am not more deeply living Jesus and, perhaps, that you are not lies in the competing 

values in life. We tend to hold on to more tangible values like money and power. Turning away from sin has 

a second part – turning toward Jesus in metanoia and belief.  

 

Money and power may be reduced to money alone – as Scripture says elsewhere: “ The love of money is the 

root of all evil.” Money begets power and obtains more power as we have so sadly learned in the national 
economy.  

 

So many believe that they are identified by their money and by power in many forms: personal appearance 



by expensive beauty aids and wardrobes; education by attending the “right schools” and prestigious, higher 

institutions; and more. The worse new is that we are not aware of it.  

 

Repentance is gained, first, by recognizing our values. “Values clarification” exercises of some years ago are 

still helpful; if my house was on fire and I could make one trip out, what would I carry? Who are my closest 

friends – and why? Also, our knee-jerk and repetitive responses unveil our hidden values: “Gotta take care of 

number one – I owe it to myself – you only go around once in this life.“  

 

We own values that are the mindless internalization of cultural assumptions that are alien to Living Jesus. 

Growth in the spiritual life is cultivating the consciousness of Jesus, “Living Jesus.”  

 

Repentance is done, secondly, by letting go of those values that conflict with or opposes the Good News of 

Jesus, however difficult that may be and replacing them with Jesus-like values.  

 

Jesus proclaimed, “The time is fulfilled; the Kingdom of God has drawn near.” So it is with us. Our life in 

time needs to be permeated with eternity; therefore, time is fulfilled in Living Jesus.  

 

May the desert experience that began last Wednesday be eternally profitable to us all.  

 
      

SECOND SUNDAY OF LENT (March 4, 2012)  
This story of Abraham is scary. In the first reading, Abraham did not know as he climbed Mt. Moriah that his 

son would be spared at the last second. He came from the land of Ur where child sacrifice was common. 

Some years before, Abraham and his wife, Sarah, had been sent into a spasm of laughter when God told 

them at their advanced age that they would have a child. Sarah stopped laughing when she found she was 

pregnant with the future Isaac. Isaac comes from the Hebrew verb, “to laugh.”  

 

Isaac was growing nicely and loved dearly when the Lord told Abraham that he must go to mount Moriah 

and sacrifice his only son, knowing that that would end his dream of being the founding father of the nation 

the Lord had promised.  

 

Abraham’s heart was heavier than the wood he carried on his back; the pain of grief was sharper in his heart 

than the knife in his belt as he and Isaac trudged up Mt. Moriah.  

 

Abraham is called in our Eucharistic Prayer “Our father in faith.” Today’s first reading tells us why. His 

faith, that is, his trust in God’s promise, was as high as the mountain he was climbing.  

 

Like Abraham and everyone else, each of us carries a vision of the life ahead of us. We do not know for sure 

whether that vision will be future reality. But, many of us take our vision as pretty much a given reality-- 

until something happens. More mature men and women know that totally unforeseen events can upend 

that vision. A spouse or a child has an accident; our lives will never be the same. A child is born with Downs 

Syndrome or is severely handicapped; the family will never be the same. A family home is destroyed in a 

Florida hurricane, a California earthquake or mudslide, a Louisiana flood; the family will never be the same.  

 

Peter, James, and John were all fishermen. We can be sure that they, like us, had a vision of where their lives 

were going. They would probably inherit the business and the boats from their father Zebedee. Peter, we 

know was married -- no mention of children. Surely each had to reconstruct his vision of life when Jesus 

invited, “Come, and follow me.” A new vision was formed.  

 

At first, James and John missed the message; we have heard them arguing about who would be sitting next to 
Jesus when the earthly kingdom - as they envisioned it - would come. Their second vision of life had to be 

reconstructed; Jesus would not be the conquering Messiah who would drive out the Romans and restore 

Israel to glory on earth.  



 

Mark sandwiched the story of the transfiguration between Jesus’ predictions of his passion and death. That is 

the event that puts in perspective Jesus’ suffering and death. The cloud of glory is meant to evaporate the 

cloud of gloom that came with realization of suffering, rejection, and inevitable murder.  

 

In today’s Gospel we read of Peter, James, and John who experienced what has come to be called “The 

Transfiguration.” We hear that Peter who could so regularly put his foot in his mouth, “hardly knew what to 

say.” That had to be a low voltage transfiguration for Peter.  

 

In our most difficult times, when our vision of the direction of our life is shattered by illness, death, loss of 

job, loss of a relationship, financial nose-dive. We need to remember our peak moments - times when God 

was present to us, was walking beside us -- sometimes dramatically, more often not dramatically.  

 

And God has been present. If we cannot remember any times, we may need to be more introspective. As the 

author of “Footprints” recalled: when there was only one set of footprints in the sand, those were the times 

when the Lord was doing the carrying -- and we were not even aware. These recollections give us courage 

for the times when we have to pick up and go on.  

 

We also know the fact that at the end of our journey we too will be in the presence of the great light at the 

end of the tunnel - our transfiguration for all eternity.  

 
      

THIRD SUNDAY OF LENT (March 11, 2012)  
For Jews, the temple in Jerusalem was the center of Jewish belief and worship. The holy of holies was the 

most sacred part of the temple for it contained the Ark of the Covenant. The ark held the tablets of the Ten 

Commandments, a most important message from God and understood to be the presence of God.  

 

All four Gospels relate the temple cleansing, so, obviously, it held great significance in the first generations 

of Christianity.  

 

The incident is treated differently in the synoptic Gospels [Matthew, Mark and Luke] than in the “different” 

Gospel, John. In the Synoptics, the cleansing occurred during Jesus’ only visit to Jerusalem as an adult, near 

the very end of his ministry -- celebrated at the beginning of “Holy Week.” The three Synoptic Gospels see 

this event as the final straw, the motive, for the Jewish hierarchy to seek the execution order for Jesus.  

 

In the Gospel of John, the event occurred at the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry [ch 2]. The difference in 

placing the time of the event is significant.  

 

We learn at least two lessons from this episode: first, a shift in the locus of God’s presence. The temple was 

the most tangible place of the presence of God in the Jewish faith. It was the destination point of sacred 

pilgrimage and the place of ritual-worship along with the sordid businesses that preceded that worship and 

riled Jesus.  

 

By the time John wrote his gospel - about the year 100 - the Romans had destroyed the temple. The Jews 

then saw the presence of God in the synagogues where the torah was studied. By that time, John tells us that 

the presence of God in the Christian era is neither in the temple of Jerusalem nor in the synagogue. The 

Jewish system had failed to fulfill its mission. From the Christian perspective the Jewish buildings were 

replaced with a new “place”: Jesus, forming what we now call the “mystical body of Christ.”  

 

Jesus said today: “Destroy this temple [his body] and in 3 days I will raise it up.” Jesus will later tell the 
Samaritan woman about the appropriate place for worship: neither Mt. Gerizim in Samaria nor the temple 

mount in Judea will be the place for worship; divine presence is the person of Jesus himself.  

 



But, there is more. We remember after the events of Holy Week; Saul, the Jewish persecutor out to capture 

Christians, was knocked on his humility, and Jesus asked him the soul-searching question: “Saul, Saul, why 

do you persecute me?” This is revelation: Jesus identifies the Christian community with himself. He, 

together with his body, the community, replaces the temple and becomes the locus of the presence of god in 

the new era. Mega change.  

 

The second lesson of today is the powerful insight that relationship is now the key category in Christianity. 

In John’s Gospel, Jesus said, “I have called you friends,” a relational word; “When you pray, say ‘our 

father...’” a relational word whereby we also hold Jesus to be our brother - a relational word.  

 

The holy of holies housed the tablets of the Ten Commandments that we heard about in the First Reading. Of 

the ten, eight are stated negatively: “Thou shalt not.” Only two are stated positively: “Keep holy the 

Sabbath” and “Honor your mother and father.” The one speaks of honoring God; the second speaks of 

honoring our first neighbors, our parents, and our first community.  

 

Curiously, many centuries later, when Jesus was asked the question: “What is the greatest commandment?” 

He answered that the greatest is love God; the second is like it: love your neighbor. Jesus expanded our very 

first community of parent-neighbors to include everyone . . . Even enemies. Love is the ultimate 

relationship.  

 

The advantage of negatively phrased commandments is that we can be fairly sure that we have obeyed them 

completely. Positively phrased commands keep holy the Lord’s day or honor your father and mother in the 

Old Testament, love god and love your neighbor in the New Testament have no specified lids that empower 

us to say. “i have kept the commandment; I have sufficiently loved; I can put the lid on. Lack of clarity 

always remains. Who of us can ever say, “I have loved enough?”  

 

Focus on the things of religion parallels the sad situation of a spouse or other loved one who would attempt 

to substitute “things” like gifts for presence, conversation, affection, the accoutrements of relationship.  

 

As we approach the midpoint of Lent, we are reminded: “Rend your hearts [the seat of relationship] and not 

your garments, ‘things’.”  

 
      

FOURTH SUNDAY OF LENT (March 18, 2012)  
Regardless of make or model -- be it a clunker or a Lamborghini -- your automobile needs a periodic check-

up beyond its regular oil changes. A check-up is preventive maintenance. The examination tells you what 

part is wearing, what needs to be replaced. It also brings you good news: your tires are in good shape; so are 

your brakes.  

 

The Church has us do the same thing for our spiritual maintenance. The time for this is called lent. For the 

last three and a half weeks we have had the opportunity to look hard at ourselves. We may have seen that our 

patience is not working smoothly, and we take steps to improve it. We may have seen that out prayer life 

needs some adjustment, so we take steps to improve our timing.  

 

Today is Laetare Sunday. Laetare Sunday is the time when we get to hear the good news from our church in 

our annual check-up. We hear some especially good news: the most popular verse in the entire bible, words 

that have been hung on banners in recent years in front of the seats on stadium walls: John 3: 16. “For God 

so loved the world that he gave his only son, so that everyone who believes in him might not perish, but 

might have eternal life.”  

 
You and I are part of that “loved world.” It is to you and me that those words are addressed.  

 

Please note that those words do not say that God was so angry at the world, so furious with the world, so 



disappointed with the world. No, it says God so loved the world.  

 

Those are the words that provide the reason for naming this Sunday “Laetare Sunday.” Laetare means 

“rejoice,“ have joy at the good news. Out of curiosity, I looked up the word “joy “ in the newest, catholic 

theological dictionary. It was not listed. There was no entry between “Jesus” and “Judaism.” Joy is a fruit of 

the Holy Spirit, but it is not listed in the scholarly, catholic dictionary. I think that that is sad.  

 

Joy is natural in our lives as Christians. St. Francis de Sales said it well: “A sad saint is a sorry saint.” 

Christian joy is based on what Jesus did for us. Surely, joy in us is necessary to attract others toward 

appreciating what is the source of our joy. “See the Christians; see how they have love for one another.” 

Observed love is joyful.  

 

I like the story of “spotted tail.” Spotted Tail was a chief in the Sioux Nation. He resisted all attempts of 

Christian missionaries who came to his reservation. In fact, he would throw a bucket of water on any 

missionary who approached him -- mocking the baptism they preached. One day in the autumn of 1876, a 

Roman Catholic nun was visiting the home of the commanding officer of the Indian Agency. Both she and 

Spotted Tail were invited to a reception hosted by the officer’s wife. Lemonade, not firewater was probably 

served. The nun, who seems to have had a wonderful, whimsical streak, stood up and raised her glass toward 

spotted tail. The chief immediately responded by standing and raising his glass towards her. She began to 

dance joyfully. Glass raised, and laughing aloud, she approached the chief, who did the same. The two met in 

the center of the room laughing together and toasting each other. This moment of joy changed spotted tale’s 

image of Christianity to the degree that he sent one of his daughters to the nun’s convent-school in Kansas 

City.  

 

Dour faces neither reflect the face of God nor draw people toward RCIA. Think of all the “holy cards” and 

religious paintings [sacred art] that you have ever seen: how many of the faces are smiling? How many 

reflect the joy of receiving the gift in today’s Gospel? The next time you receive an absolutely delightful gift 

-- try opening it with a dour face. We can’t. It should not happen with our Lord’s gift of life -- here and 

hereafter.  

 

When we “Live Jesus,” when we “put on Christ” may we not forget to absorb and reflect his joyful smile.  

 
      

FIFTH SUNDAY OF LENT (March 25, 2012)  
The connection between the first reading and the third reading is not hard to discover today. God tells 

Jeremiah that the upcoming, New Covenant will not be like the Sinai covenant with Moses. The new 

covenant will be one written on the hearts of his people. Relationship. Our Gospel tells of Jesus’ revealing 

that covenant.  

 

John tells us of two Greek gentiles who have a request: “Sir, we would like to see Jesus.” Philip, one of the 

apostles with a Greek name receives the request and tells his fellow, ethnic apostle, Andrew. Together they 

convey the request. As often happens, Jesus does not address the situation directly; he uses this occasion to 

reveal a positive change in the way that his followers are to relate to God, one another, and to creation. The 

passage also prefigures the church’s future mission to the Gentiles.  

 

Jesus says, “Unless a grain of wheat falls into the ground and dies, it remains just a grain of wheat; but if it 

dies, it produces much fruit. Whoever loves his life loses it, and whoever hates his life in this world will 

preserve it for eternal life.” Jesus, of course, is speaking of his personal death and resurrection as the proto-

example to his followers. He generalizes; he extends the teaching to us with “whoever hates [loves less] his 

life.”  
 

This “life” that is to be lost can take different forms. For alcoholics and those addicted to drugs, it means to 

trade their non-lives of addiction for sobriety, being clean. For us not addicted, the genius that articulated 



“life” by naming life’s principal components; time, talent and treasure have surely served us well. If we serve 

ourselves and not serve others with our time, our talent, and our treasure, we fail this challenge of dying to 

self and bringing life to others.  

 

When couples become parents, they seem to learn this lesson of life very quickly. With a child who is the 

expression of their love, they unhesitatingly give their time, their talent, and their treasure to their child. 

Fortunately, it is still “news” when a parent serves oneself, fails miserably, and neglects a newborn.  

 

Serious students and serious new-hires know the wisdom of the denial of self that is required for graduating 

or holding a job.  

 

Did you notice the difference in Jesus’ attitude in john’s gospel from the synoptic gospels [Matthew, Mark, 

and Luke] where Jesus prays that the cup of suffering will pass, that he will not have to drink it? Today’s 

Gospel from john admits that he is troubled, but does not struggle with the agony of suffering. He says, “It 

was for this purpose that I came to this hour.” This is another example of John viewing Jesus as more divine 

than human. It is in the Synoptic Gospels we see Jesus as more human than divine.  

 

Jesus’ issue is the urgency of “his hour.” The tone is set by the image of the “grain of wheat.” There is no 

“cheap grace.” Jesus must die to produce the “fruit” of the community of believers who will be united with 

him and form what Paul will call “the body of Christ.” Jesus’ prayer is quickly affirmed by his Father.  

 

As we move downhill toward the conclusion of Lent, we need to determine if there is any part of ourselves 

as grains of wheat that must die to produce the fruit of metanoia, the change of heart/mind that will allow us, 

as believers, to live Jesus more deeply at our celebration of Resurrection on Easter and our union with our 

God and our fellow believers both here and hereafter.  

 
      

HOLY THURSDAY (APRIL 5, 2012)  
Holy Saturday is unquestionably the most important night in the Christian year. If we had to choose which is 

number two, would we pick: Christmas, Pentecost, or Holy Thursday? Many would pick tonight, Holy 

Thursday -- a night when Jesus got down on his knees and washed his disciples feet, a night when Jesus 

transformed the traditional, Jewish Seder Meal into the wondrous banquet that will lead right into an even 

greater eternal banquet when we join him and so many others in heaven.  

 

This evening I’d like to talk about our spirituality derived from Jesus’ presence in the word and sacrament of 

Eucharist.  

 

Someone “being there for you” in crisis ranks near the top of human needs. We come to appreciate the value 

of something when we no longer have it. Like air when we are gasping for breath; like water, when we are 

parched; like friends when there is crisis. And then, there is Jesus in the garden of Gethsemane when he 

asked Peter, James and John to be with him, to “be there for him,” . . . and they fell asleep. And even more 

difficultly -- when Jesus needed his father and prayed: “my god, my god, why have you forsaken me? And 

there was no audible answer.  

 

Saint Francis de Sales is called “the architect of the second Vatican Council.” Among other things, Francis 

pioneered the insight that the mass is the center of all spiritual events. Francis said that Eucharist is like the 

sun that is the center, around which all other spiritual events revolve, like planets. Prayer is in one orbit; 

spirituality itself, in a second orbit. Both Vatican II’s Constitutions on the Church and Liturgy echo Francis’ 

insight 400 years later.  

 
Why is this singular event of mass the top priority in our church? In the words of Aiden Cavanaugh, while 

it’s true that we do liturgy, it is truer that liturgy does us. This happens only if we bring our presence into his 

presence and listen. [We recall that obedience comes from the Latin ob+audire and means literally, “to listen 



carefully.”] Mere, physical presence in church does not do it. What does? At Mass, we need to stand naked 

before god who knows us completely and still loves us just as we are. But, entering Eucharist with a mind 

that is set, entering without openness to surprise is a perfect prescription for boredom, for futility. We first 

pray for help in discerning and then open ourselves to God’s healing presence in both the liturgy of the word 

and the liturgy of the Eucharist.  

 

In being open and in listening to what the readings say to us in the liturgy of the word, we discern god’s will 

for us. When we come to Eucharist, we have many concerns that we bring with us like baggage. Listening to 

the readings at Mass in the light of our concerns often brings clarity in integrating god’s word and our 

concerns. Jesus is “there for you” in helping to integrate your life and his word.  

 

In addition to addressing our personal baggage, our needs, we also bring our need to grow in love more 

deeply with our lord and our neighbor.  

 

In an age and culture that sees the self, the individual, as the center of the universe, we realize the prevalence 

of selfishness. At mass we have the opportunity to listen to the readings and to seek God as our center and 

hear about his love for our neighbor and realize we are called to help. The word of God in Eucharist widens 

our vision beyond ourselves to the struggles of others. Awareness leads to action in good hearts.  

 

When we look to the liturgy of the Eucharist, we see that just as bread and wine are transformed into Christ’s 

body and blood, so too can we become transformed into more deeply committed people of God. “We are 

what we eat.” In the Eucharistic prayer, we actively engage in the making part of us memories of Jesus, his 

life, his death, and his resurrection. We pray the Eucharistic prayer with the presider and we affirm it with a 

sincere “amen” as he concludes. We share the peace we have with others at the sign of peace and then 

reverently receive Jesus’ body and blood.  

 

Jesus is “there for us” as we bring our attentive presence into his attentive presence in moments following 

communion. These are moments of intimacy. The real presence of Christ within us is also a challenge, 

reminding us to be present to others as fellow pilgrims on our mutual journey through life.  

 

Our spiritual life is not a privatized part of life, not a life spent away from our “real” lives. Our spiritual life 

of interiority integrates our ups and downs, our victories and defeats; spiritual life is essential to an integrated 

life that is fully human and fully alive. It is both a means and an end to Living Jesus in its most intimate 

moment.  

 

Eucharist is a communal action of our community. Our father and the spirit work to encourage and draw us 

in every department of our lives into Christ’s paschal mystery; that is, his dying and rising. It is precisely 

through the enactment of the word and the enactment of the paschal supper that we are remade in God’s 

image and likeness. That is making Eucharist our central event. That is the reason whywe do it.  

 

If you resonate with this intimacy, praise God! If you do not, may these words serve as a challenge to you!  

 

We are restored to new life through him, with him and in him in the unity of the Holy Spirit in this divinely 

devised, wonderful sacrament of unity.  

 
      

GOOD FRIDAY (APRIL 6, 2012)  
Good Friday: day of the cross, day of suffering, day of abandonment, day of sorrow, day of endings, day of 

beginnings.  

 
The cross of Christ is the central symbol of Christianity. But, so often, familiarity depreciates a symbol of its 

meaning. How many of us wear crosses around our necks and daily think of who is symbolized by our 

cross?  



 

Good Friday surely brings us back to the stark reality of the cross and, more importantly, whom and what the 

sign of Christianity symbolizes.  

 

We humans forever want to see signs, sensational events. The sensational is the way of the world. It is what 

makes the headlines. The way of the world is not god’s way. But, it is not surprising that the way of the 

world should spill over into our spiritual lives: weeping statues, a religious image on a window or the wall of 

a building or a potato chip.  

 

The same curiosity was true in Jesus’ time. “Teacher, we should like to see a sign from you.” Jesus would no 

more give into the temptation of sensationalism at the time of his death than he did when he was tempted to 

be sensational in the desert at the beginning of his ministry.  

 

He says: “it is an evil and unfaithful generation that asks for a sign. The only sign that will be given is the 

sign of the prophet Jonah. For, just as Jonah was in the belly of the whale for three days, so the son of man 

will be in the heart of the earth for three days.”  

 

Jonah, understandably, wanted to run away from being a prophet. We know how prophets end. Jesus, 

understandably, did not want to suffer. He prayed: “Father, let this cup pass from me.” But, he did not run; 

he added, “not my will but yours be done.” He would trustingly go through the suffering.  

 

The authentic sign for Jesus would not be a sensational miracle, but his suffering, death, burial, and 

resurrection – summarized by the cross.  

 

The core message for us on Good Friday is the paschal mystery: die to live. Real victory can never be 

reached while bypassing necessary suffering and death, but only by going through them.  

 

Actually, we have little choice about suffering or about death - both are facts of life. This is not to say that 

we should seek suffering; that would be masochism. We try to avoid it, yet, suffering is inevitable.  

 

It is true: Jesus removed much suffering in his day, but not for everyone. He even held off death for Lazarus 

and a few others -- for a while.  

 

St. Francis de Sales, a Doctor of the Church, taught that Jesus did not have to suffer to redeem us; any act - 

even being born - would redeem us.  

 

So, why did Jesus suffer? On Holy Thursday evening, Jesus held his last supper with his apostles. He washed 

the apostles’ feet; he took bread and wine, blessed and gave to his followers. He talked with them; he went 

out to pray. All actions.  

 

But, in the garden of Gethsemane Jesus’ action ceased and his passion began. Passion, when we speak of 

Jesus’ passion, is the opposite of action. It is passiveness. After years of action: teaching preaching, healing, 

everything changed: no longer did he do things; things were done to him. The passive voice indicating 

“passion” begins: he was taken, was bound, was tried, was scourged, was spit upon, was crowned with 

thorns, was nailed to a cross. Through this passion he fulfills his vocation.  

 

It is important for us to realize that, in the end, Jesus fulfills his vocation not by what he does, but by what is 

done to him. He placed his trust in his father. He accepted the suffering that life dealt him.  

 

The lesson for us is to realize that much of the story of our life is written in the passive voice [passion]. Also. 

Not to trust in our father - as Jesus did - not to recognize and accept my passion - as Jesus did, is to fail to 
Live Jesus and enter into illusion that i am in complete charge of my life. Life in the passive voice is a large 

part of who i am.  



 

We recall his words: 

 “unless the grain of wheat dies, it remains just a grain of wheat...” 

 “he who would save his life must lose it” 

A way of living is revealed; the paschal mystery. It is the way in which pain can be accepted, not out of a 

desire to suffer, but in the hope that something new will be born in our.  

 

Jesus says: “A woman in childbirth suffers because her time has come; but when she has given birth to the 

child, she forgets the suffering in her joy that a human being has been born into the world.” Man or woman 

we all know the pain of labor, the pain of separation from a loved one, the pain of loss of a friendship.  

 

We do not fully understand the mystery of suffering. We know it to be part of the human condition. It is a 

reality that Jesus himself experienced. It is a mystery not easy to accept. We want God to “fix” things that go 

wrong. To expect a messiah to be like that is to be like the Jews expecting a Messiah who would free them 

from roman rule. When we have false expectations, we make God into our image and likeness. We forget 

that we are children of our father who calls us to trust that the final chapter will be a wonderful, glorious 

one.  

 

We, like Jesus, are called to place our trust / faith in god and accept all our experiences. God enables us to 

grow from our experience. Trusting in our God brings spiritual intimacy because we share the same walk as 

Jesus.  

 

We know that Jesus loves us unconditionally. Ironically, his tormentors showed us how much he loves us by 

their ironically nailing Jesus’ arms open in that great embrace that has encompassed the world for 2000 

years. Passively, he was crucified. Actively, he loves us both in his suffering and in ours. Resurrected, he 

beckons us and continues to love us unconditionally.  

 
      

EASTER (APRIL 8, 2012)  
Easter is Jesus the Christ’s finest hour. It is, therefore, his follower’s’ finest hour. “Finest hour” is a phrase 

made famous by Winston Churchill to describe Britain’s survival of the siege bombing of London and other 

English cities in 1940. Churchill wrote, “Should the British Empire last a thousand years, it will still be said 

this was their finest hour.”  

 

The church has celebrated the resurrection of Jesus as its finest hour for over two thousand years. This is our 

proclamation every time we come together on the first day of the week, made holy by this singular, triumph-

ant event.  

 

Unlike Britain, Easter has not become the church’s finest hour because of us humans; it has become our 

finest hour because of Jesus and our father. It was the father’s will to teach us the unlimited nature of divine 

love through his son’s teaching us the lesson of listening to our father and himself. It took a horrific event 

like the crucifixion to get and fasten our attention, to enable us to see beyond our selfishness the selfless love 

of Jesus.  

 

The resurrection has meaning only in the light of Jesus’ unspeakable suffering and death. Easter raises our 

spirits only after we allow the passion of Jesus on Good Friday to plunge our spirits as we see the love that 

enabled Jesus to suffer so terribly.  

 

Many who cheered him at his entry into Jerusalem early in the week jeered him on Good Friday. This is the 

polarity we find so often in human experience and especially in Holy Week.  



 

Besides the polarity we experience, there is also paradox. Polarity expresses difference and distance; paradox 

expresses the combining of contradictory ideas [or things] into a meaningful whole. The richness of paradox 

is lost on the poorly educated and the immature – yet another reason for weekly mass and continuing, 

catholic adult education. Those who stop with high school education of religion try to battle the experiences 

of adulthood with the tools of elementary or adolescent education, and in adulthood, unfortunately, view 

Christianity through the lens of immaturity. Many settle for Easter outfits and cute, yellow chicks and Easter 

candy for their own children. Christianity is an adult religion and spirituality.  

 

Jesus has profound paradoxes in his teaching: we gain life by losing life; we gain love when we give love. 

His Easter paradox involves death and life. Death gives life its meaning. Remove one and we lose both. We 

want the crown of life, but we do not want the cross. We hear the promise of eternal life and have a tendency 

not to take up our cross and follow him. For Jesus, both are necessary. We want Easter Sundays in life 

without Good Fridays.  

 

Jesus calls us to life, but surely does not want us to choose the cross in order to get the crown. That is not 

love; that is a deal – something for something. Jesus accepted the cross out of love for his father and for us. 

Jesus was not “dealing;” he was giving us example of how to live life.  

 

In Jesus’ mind he did not die to be raised to eternal life (he already had that). He died to fulfill his father’s 

will and proclaim the message of love regardless of the violent reaction to hm. He dearly suffered for his 

efforts. God raised us to the possibility of joining us to them in eternal life.  

 

Were we to be asked what was our finest hour, we might think of some “big win” in our lives. We would be 

surprised, as were the sheep, Jesus’ answer to the question. Our finest hour may have been at a most difficult 

or painful time when we gave the gift of ourselves to someone who needed help, peace, love.  

 

In Matthew’s gospel, the people Jesus called “sheep”- as in separating the “sheep and goats” - asked Jesus: 

“when did we feed you, clothe you, visit you?” Jesus replied that what they had done for the least of their 

brothers, they had done for him. The gift of ourselves to others is our Christian vocation. Sometimes we see 

the difference we make; sometimes, we do not. Love becomes its own reward both here and hereafter.  

 

May the paschal mystery, the paradox, fill your hearts this Easter. May Jesus’ gift of self inspire us all 

always to Live Jesus more deeply.  

 
      

SECOND SUNDAY OF EASTER (APRIL 15, 2012)  
Do you remember when the worst thing was to doubt one’s faith -- a time when “faith” was thought to 

include all church pronouncements? Doubting was tantamount to denying the faith. The consequence was 

eternal damnation. We have long grown past that understanding.  

 

In the Vatican II church we look at what we say we believe, and now understand that doubting can be very 

healthy. Working through our doubts gives us ownership of our faith. Frederick Buechner says it well: 

“Doubts are the ants in the pants of faith.” They keep faith stirred up.  

 

Our difficulties with faith are as much a part of becoming more faithful as the multiple falls a child takes 

when learning to walk. They strengthen our faith – as they did Thomas’. They can increase our 

understanding of the one who calls us to “walk by faith, not by sight.” They can help us to help others when 

they are troubled by doubt.  

 
So, what about Thomas? Poor Thomas! All most people remember about Thomas is his short time of doubt. 

“Doubting Thomas” has become synonymous with being stubborn or a skeptic.  

 



Why pick on Thomas? All the apostles were fearful. Today’s Gospel describes the evening of the day of 

resurrection. They had heard the report of Mary Magdalene in the early morning; they had heard the reports 

of the two on their way to Emmaus who had hurried back to tell them of their experience; they had heard the 

testimony of peter himself to whom Jesus had appeared sometime in between. Yet, the echoes of the 

murderous crowd in Pilate’s courtyard: “crucify him.” were still ringing in their ears as they huddled in fear.  

 

Perhaps Thomas was the boldest, and the reason he was absent was that he was out at the local Wawa getting 

much needed supplies. Maybe Thomas’ doubt was not really doubt about the Lord, but doubt about 

the community who claimed he was alive. The cowering actions of the others belied their conviction that the 

resurrection was true. Jesus responded to his need.  

 

We know that fear is the opposite of faith. [Remember Jesus walking on the water and 

Jesus’ identified peter’s fear with lack of faith?]  

 

The disciples, including Thomas, became fearless after Pentecost. They bolted from the room. They spread 

the good news not simply because they were told to, but because they were so enthused that they could not 

do otherwise.  

 

We are the spiritual heirs of that community. At first, you and I received our faith by hearing the word from 

others - a kind of second-hand faith. Second-hand smoke is bad; second-hand faith is good, but it is only a 

stopgap form of faith. Later in life, we chose to accept for ourselves, to take ownership by what we had heard 

from our parents, teachers, others. We are like the townspeople speaking to the Samaritan woman; we can 

say: “no longer does our faith depend on your telling; we have found out for ourselves...” That is real faith.  

 

We heard Jesus’ mission directive. “As the father sent me, so I send you” applies to us as well.  

 

We need to witness, too. We cannot wait to witness until we are perfect and then invite folks. That day will 

never come. We have believed in spite of the mixed record of Jesus’ disciples that reaches back to the first 

ones.  

 

Some of us are low-key; some, up-beat; some, contagiously enthusiastic. Whatever our personality, we are 

called to witness. The name for this is evangelization. Unfortunately, some associate this word with 

notorious, television preachers. “Evangelization” is simply church-talk for telling the good news – being a 

witness. 

 It does not mean that we have to know all the answers; the apostles did not. 

 It does not mean that we have to be perfect; the apostles surely were not. 

 It does not mean that that our leaders can solve all problems; surely they cannot. 

 It does mean that we witness to others that we have seen / experienced the Lord’s goodness and 

love. 

What difference has reliving the resurrection really made in our enthusiasm during this past week? What has 

the Thomas in our family, development, and workplace experienced when they saw us after our experience 

of Easter?  

 

I invite you, I challenge you, to celebrate the resurrection by reaching out with enthusiasm, to invite: “come 

and see,” to offer someone the life of the risen Jesus and the compassion and companionship of the 

community of us wounded healers  

 

Thomas was habitually a questioner, perhaps less a doubter than a deep thinker. Perhaps he was the only one 

courageous enough to go out to the local Wawa for food.  

 

Seeing is not believing. Observation is a form of scientific proof; Thomas got that. We, on the other hand, 



enjoy Jesus’ final beatitude: “blessed are those who have not seen, yet believed.” Paul says in Romans: 

“Faith comes from hearing.”  

 

We may have become smug: I have the blessing of the final beatitude. “Blessed are those who have not seen 

and have believed.”Iqualify; Ihave not seen the resurrection, yet Ibelieve! How blessed Iam! “Thank 

God Iam not like the rest of men.”  

 

Thomas’ second lesson: make sure when you have doubts that you are willing to doubt your doubts.  

 
      

THIRD SUNDAY OF EASTER (APRIL 22, 2012)  
Luke’s Gospel begins with a resolution to write an account of the events of Jesus’ life. Today’s account 

comes from the last chapter of his Gospel.  

 

This passage was not an “appearance story.” It relates what happened after Jesus joined two disciples as they 

walked with their backs toward Jerusalem; they were going out of town. What they heard about the women’s 

report that Jesus was alive was not important enough for them to stay and find out more. Their hope of Jesus 

setting Israel free from Rome was dashed. They despaired.  

 

Jesus opened their eyes to the answer to his question: “Was it not necessary that the messiah should suffer 

these things and then enter into his glory?” They did not understand Jesus as the fulfillment of the prophecies 

of the Old Testament. Unfortunately, we do not have the record of Jesus’ teaching this day about the Old 

Testament and himself; that is a loss that was later filled in.  

 

They did not comprehend the connection between the Eucharist and the cross. The connection is not obvious; 

perhaps it would be helpful for us to look at it. The breaking of bread at their meal near Emmaus was critical. 

As John Shea says, “the cross and the bread mutually interpret each other.” like the former wheat that died 

and became new life as bread; as crushed “vine-juice” died and became new life as wine; Jesus died and 

became new life in a new, resurrected body. Greater love has no one than to lay down his life for his friends 

whether it is wheat, grapes, Jesus. The disciples put it together when Jesus made the gesture of breaking the 

bread at the meal they shared with Jesus. They “got it.”  

 

They returned to Jerusalem and met with the eleven disciples. They heard that Jesus had appeared to Peter. 

His appearance in his resurrected body was somewhat the same and somewhat different than before he died. 

Remember, Mary, who loved him and was loved by him, did not recognize him. The disciples on the road 

did not recognize him. He had to look different. His new, resurrected body was able to pass through closed 

doors.  

 

One of the most persistent heresies of the early church arose from this different appearance. Jesus was 

understood by some to be god with a human appearance – a kind of Halloween situation. These people were 

called “docetists” from the Latin word meaning, “appear, seem.” Much attention was then given to the 

actions of Jesus that showed that he was not a ghost, some kind of phantom. For that reason, we hear 

repeatedly in this late-written Gospel that Jesus invited people to touch with their fingers, put hand in side; 

he ate fish in front of them.  

 

He also opened the minds of the eleven to the scriptures written about him. He commissioned them to be 

witnesses of him.  

 

The community had a real concern with the delay of the second coming of Jesus. They first expected he 

would be back “any day now.” Now it was getting toward the end of the first century. What were they 
supposed to do until Jesus came again?  

 

Their clear answer from Luke is: proclaim the good news - to all! It does not matter that Jesus did not come 



right back. What matters is that we, his followers, embody the presence of the risen Jesus and be 

ambassadors of his message of love, forgiveness and reconciliation. May we look for a friend or relative that 

needs to be asked if he or she might be interested in finding out more about the faith and inviting that person 

to “come and see.”  

 
      

FOURTH SUNDAY OF EASTER (APRIL 29, 2012)  
Images are helpful in clarifying an idea. They can also be unhelpful when carried beyond the point intended. 

For instance, referring to the institutional church as “holy mother the church.” Motherhood connotes loving, 

caring, nurturing; these qualities should be applicable to the relationship of the church and ourselves. 

Unfortunately, some church officials carry the image too far and deplore those who are critical of the church 

saying “it’ is wrong to criticize your mother.” Our institutional church needs criticism, and Vatican II says 

so.  

 

I surely had difficulty for a long time about today’s Gospel image. Jesus is the good shepherd - fine; bishops 

are also formally referred to as shepherds. Having lived a novitiate year on a farm, I felt uncomfortable with 

that. I was well aware of sheep: dumb animals, mindlessly following someone with a crozier in hand. I went 

one bridge too far - beyond what Jesus was teaching about the relationship between himself and us.  

 

In today’s example of one of the seven “I am” sayings in John, which are Jesus’ way of self-revelation, Jesus 

here reveals himself to be the good shepherd. In Matthew and Luke, we read of Jesus’ care in finding the lost 

sheep, only in john is there mention of the shepherd being willing to lay down his life for his sheep.  

 

Five times john repeats that the good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. It was the good shepherd’s, 

the owner-shepherd’s job to care for and defend the sheep. If a sheep was missing, he would search and bring 

it back. In ancient times, if the shepherd lost the battle for a sheep and a wolf was killing it, the shepherd 

would be expected to bring back an ear, or something that he pulled from the wolf’s mouth -- to prove that 

he had done his job.  

 

The good shepherd warded off would-be attackers by day. At night, on the hills, there were enclosures 

without gates. Sheep were very vulnerable. At night, the shepherd would put his staff across the doorway and 

the sheep had to duck, so he could inspect them. When they were corralled, he would lie across the entrance 

and become the gate. No wolf or thief could touch the sheep without going through him. Jesus elsewhere 

calls himself the sheep gate. Wonderful images of loving protection!  

 

Jesus describes his flock as sheep that he knows. Knowing in the Hebrew mind implies not only intellectual 

knowledge, but also love. The “knowing shepherd” alludes to the tender image of is 40:11: “Like a shepherd 

he feeds his flock / in his arms he gathers the lambs, / carrying them in his bosom, / and leading the ewes 

with care.”  

 

There is a profound mutuality of love here, which Jesus compares to the intimate bond between himself and 

the father. There is unconditional love that Jesus communicates to us, exemplifies for us, lives and dies or 

us.  

 

Jesus said: “learn of me.” We can learn of him in today’s gospel by becoming like him toward those in our 

care as parents, as relatives, as baby sitters, as older brothers and sisters, as motorists - in becoming good 

shepherds. We shall very unlikely be called to literally give up our lives by the shedding of our blood.  

 

If we appreciate the loved poured out to us, we need to respond in kind.  

 
Stephen Levine describes it so well: “You cannot unconditionally love someone. You can 

only be unconditional love . . . It is a sense of oneness with all that is. The experience of love arises when we 

surrender our separateness into the universal. It is not an emotion, it is a state of being . . . It is not so much 



that ‘two are one so much as it is ‘the one manifested as two.” [Who dies? An investigation of conscious 

living and conscious dying, 75]  

 

Jesus called his followers “my” sheep, not “our” sheep. We are cooperators only. We are called to help in 

shepherding:  

 

• to lay down our popularity lives by taking the risk of unpopular stances. For instance: TV viewing, 

computer use, a stance on abortion - to protect the unprotected.  

 

• to lay down our lives for others by giving what seem to be such important pieces of our lives - our time, our 

talent, our treasure that the “little ones” may be safe  

 

To “be” good shepherds is an essential part of Living Jesus.  

 
      

Fifth Sunday of Easter  
Today’s Gospel comes from the long talk by Jesus at the last supper in John’s Gospel. It is appropriate for 

the Easter season. It sets before us the type of close, ongoing relationship into which the risen Jesus invites 

his disciples,  

 

Chapter 15 of John’s Gospel introduces the allegory of the vine. The vine has a long history. Isaiah [5:1-7 ] 

makes it very clear: “for the vineyard of the Lord of hosts is the house of Israel and the people of 

Judah are his pleasant planting.”  

 

The vine is the Jewish national symbol of the relationship between God and Israel. The pillars of the 

Jerusalem temple were carved with vines and branches thus setting the image in stone. It is like the symbol 

of the bald eagle or the American flag to us.  

 

The famous “I am” sayings of john’s gospel always reveal some aspect of Jesus’ divine identity. When Jesus 

says: “I am the true vine, and my father is the vine grower” and “I am the vine; you are the branches,” he 

makes a soul-shattering statement to Jewish ears and to our ears. He reveals the intimate relationship 

between himself and the father and also indicates that he replaces the temple with himself as the place for 

worship, for he becomes the very source of life for people who accept him. [Relationship in the vertical 

dimension].  

 

Secondly, remember Paul’s metaphor of the body-of-Christ where we are all related as interdependent parts 

of the same body with Christ as our head, the one who drives the body. Here, we have john’s version of the 

identical idea: the vine reminds us that we are interconnected not only to the source of our life, Jesus the 

Lord; we are also interconnected with one another. We need both Jesus and each other in order to bear fruit, 

the goal of discipleship. [Relationship in the horizontal dimension.]  

 

The Jews of Jesus’ day were people of the land – practical, simple people. For abstract ideas, like what we 

call “sanctifying grace,” Jesus used common experience nouns, “life” and “light;” for abstract verbs like 

“transcends” or “interconnects,” Jesus used the verb “lives in.” The verb “lives in” appears 4 times in 4 

verses. [Vv. 4,5,6,7]  

 

If Jesus did anything everyone can agree upon, it is that he gathered a community around him. The model of 

leadership / followership here is not hierarchy, power, authoritativeness; it is community. Concerned 

togetherness is essential for the very life of his followers.  

 

We derive our spirit-life from Jesus, the vine. We are, at once, united to Jesus and to each other. We 

celebrate this fact vividly at the Easter vigil: the light/ life of the paschal candle, the symbol of Jesus, is 

passed to us individually. With our small candles; we share that light with others around us.  



 

Interrelating, “lives in,” is essential for us. We have both Paul’s image of mystical body and John’s image of 

the vine and the branches to make that clear. Both reveal rootedness in Jesus the Lord and unity with one 

another.  

 

By the grace of God we live in an era that has evolved far beyond the people in scripture in the ability to 

express abstract ideas. We can more readily appreciate the awesome truth that Jesus teaches. We can more 

clearly understand what Ignatius of Antioch meant by: “God became man, so that man might become God.”  

 

Jesus’ consummate gift to us is a sharing in his life. Theology calls it “sanctifying grace,” a term that lacks 

the dynamism of actually sharing in Jesus’ resurrected life. We are called to live that life with enthusiasm. 

The Holy Spirit whom we shall celebrate in a few weeks at Pentecost kindles that enthusiasm. 

 

Let us live Jesus!  

 
      

Sixth Sunday of Easter  
Before we go into today’s readings, let’s recall last Sunday’s message of the biological image of Jesus’ 

intimacy with us: the parable of the vine and the branches. He taught that as the very life of the vine flows 

from the vine into the branches, so does the very resurrected life of Jesus flow from him into us.  

 

Today, Jesus speaks more personally. Today’s beautiful letter from john reveals what Jesus’ life is: love. 

“God is love.” His life/love flows from him into us. It has been suggested that the word “love” in our culture 

is a word in serious need of a bath. It has become so overused, misused, and abused that it needs to be 

power-washed to renew its sparkle.  

 

This word “love” appears in one form or another in this Sunday’s readings an amazing twenty times. God’s 

meaning of “preciousness,” unconditional faithfulness needs to be our focus for “love.” Our experience of 

human love is ideally a reproduction of it. Too often, it is a poor reflection.  

 

Is there perhaps a short circuit in our love lives? Our personal experience includes that we are conditioned to 

think we need to earn love. That has been the experience of every one of us at some level: 

 love from our teachers earned for good grades and conduct; 

 love from our employers earned for success in the work place; 

 love from parents earned by some, unfortunately, for being “good” boys and girls. 

To the extent that our personal experience is earning love, it is a stretch for us to accept that god does not 

work like that. It was Basil Hume who said that it is easier to believe in God than to believe that God loves 

us. The simple truth is: we cannot earn God’s love. We are blessedly “stuck” with it. He has loved us first. 

 

That wonderful revelation: God is love, is who God is and what God does. We hear: “Love, then, consists in 

this: not that we have loved God, but that he has loved us.” That is the heart of today’s readings. Love exists 

not because we love, but because we are loved. God loves us whether we recognize it, whether we accept it 

or not.  

 

We hear in the Gospel: “As the father has loved me, so I have loved you.” The depth of that statement is 

often missed. Jesus is saying that the same, intimate relationship that he experiences with his Father is also 

passed on to us disciples. Living that reality of being unconditionally loved empowers us, as Jesus says, to 

“love one another as I love you.” We are part of this magnificent circle of love with the Father, Jesus, and 

one another.  

 



Jesus taught this best at the last supper, when he washed the feet of his disciples and gave us example of how 

to be towards one another -- in service. Then he turned around and gave himself to us in Eucharist, allowing 

us to commune with him in word and body/blood in the communion called holy.  

 

We need to make this reality of god’s love an essential part of our ongoing dialogue with ourselves. We all 

have this constant dialogue in our heads and hearts. It is where we talk to ourselves, where our self-image 

speaks out. It is here that the conviction of God’s love for us needs to prevail. We need to bask in his love. 

We become empowered to respond in love both to him and with one another. We convey to others the love 

we have in our hearts, completing the circle of love. This is God’s plan.  

 

If Lenten practice was self-examination, Easter practice needs to be this life-giving, life-enabling exercise in 

instilling in us the ever-present conviction of God’s love for us.  

 

Our challenge is to appreciate, to really accept that God loves us unconditionally -- just as we are.  

 

Today’s gospel is the very core of Jesus’ last supper discourse. We all need to keep this reality always in our 

ongoing dialogue with ourselves, so that we may constantly listen and lovingly live.  

 
      

The Ascension  
We celebrate Jesus’ departure in his physical presence today, the solemnity of the Ascension. Today marks 

the end of Jesus’ priceless, first stage of God’s saving plan in Jesus, the final chapter in Jesus’ physical 

presence in the history of salvation and the beginning of the second stage, which involves you and me.  

 

The narration of the ascension appears three times in the New Testament; we hear two of them in today’s 

readings.  

 

Mark wrote the earliest account and it appears in the longer ending of his Gospel – an account that was 

added by another author at a later time. The addition is considered part of the inspired word. Mark’s 

narrative is succinct and right to the point, only one sentence, his usual style and part of the reason that his 

Gospel is the shortest.  

 

The seven last words of Jesus, the topic of many a Good Friday homily, are actually not his last words. We 

heard those today in Mark: “Go into the whole world and proclaim the Good News to all creation.”  

 

The mission of Jesus is complete. It now is left to those standing there to take up his mission. Jesus makes it 

clear in his parting words that the initial mission to the Jews is not enough; it is to be expanded. He calls on 

his disciples to carry the Good News not simply to the Jews, but to the entire world. There is to be no 

partiality shown to any people or nation or individual. The disciples are not to serve any earthly kingdom, 

but the heavenly one.  

 

The story of the church begins. It is a church where, at that time, the temple of Jerusalem still stands – and 

will for almost forty more years. It is a church that is surrounded by the oppression of the Roman Empire – 

and will for hundreds of years. In the meantime, the church will begin to spread throughout that empire and 

beyond -- like the quietly growing mustard seed.  

 

Luke, in his Acts of the Apostles, narrates an element that is included in neither his Gospel, nor in the Gospel 

of mark [from which Luke copied before copying got the name plagiarism and became a no-no]. Luke adds 

to the narration: “They were still gazing up into the heavens when two men dressed in white stood beside 

them. ‘Men of Galilee,’ they said, ‘Why do you stand here looking up at the skies…?’”  

 

The apparent angels equivalently proclaim: “Don’t just stand there, do something.” Perhaps that is a good 

question for us on this feast of the ascension.  



 

Each of us is called by today’s readings to “do something.” The celebration of the one who inspires and 

energizes us will be next week, Pentecost.  

 

We are called to continue the mission that the disciples were given – each in our own way to spread by word 

and our example Jesus’ life-giving message.  

 
      

PENTECOST  
John and Luke have two very different time-lines for the event: Pentecost. In john’s version, the event takes 

place in the evening of Easter, the same day as the resurrection. Luke, in his acts of the apostles, tells us that 

the Holy Spirit came fifty days after the feast of the Passover that had been celebrated on Holy Thursday. 

Pentecost was a Jewish feast of thanksgiving to God for both the wheat harvest and the giving of the law on 

Mount Sinai. Two different scenarios. Conflict? Dissension?  

 

I remember a scholarly convert who became a catholic after reading such contradictions in scripture. He said 

that differences in reporting gave credibility to scripture. In real life, eyewitnesses contradict each other; if 

the reports in scripture all agreed, he would have thought there was collusion and he could not have believed. 

He would not have converted.  

 

Red is the color of excitement - from red convertibles and red roses & valentines to red fire apparatus and 

even vestments. It is no wonder the scriptures favor fire for the presence of God. God appears to Moses in a 

burning bush; he leads the people as a cloud by day and a fire by night. God is described as a consuming fire 

that will destroy the enemies of the children of Israel. Jesus uses the dramatic image when he says, “I have 

come to light a fire on the earth; how I wish the blaze were ignited.”  

 

We read in the Acts of the Apostles: “Suddenly there came from the sky a noise like a strong driving wind, 

and it filled the entire house in which they were. Then there appeared to them tongues as of fire, which 

parted and came to rest on each one of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak 

in different tongues, as the spirit enabled them to proclaim.” Jesus’ wish was fulfilled! The blasé was 

ignited.  

 

All who received the spirit worshiped together and shared their possessions with others according to their 

need.  

 

The spirit lavished the presence and love of god on everyone present on Pentecost. Like champagne poured 

on the heads of all in a locker room after a championship, the spirit poured freely on all. The hero of the day 

gets swamped with champagne and hugs and high fives; but, so do the coach and the ones who sat on the 

bench, and the ones on injured reserve and the trainers. When there is great joy, no one cares who gets in on 

the celebration.  

 

The disciples had been huddled in terror in the upper room; they now charge out as fiery preachers 

courageously proclaiming the risen lord. Not only their words but also their very lives became proclamation. 

The time of shock and awe is over. The age of the spirit is inaugurated as they preach, teach, heal, forgive 

enemies, and love all.  

 

Jesus sets fire to the world by sending his spirit. The spirit comes to make a tired world into a new creation. 

The spirit fires up the disciples to continue the work that Jesus began. Without that fire, we are “the bland 

leading the bland.” Going nowhere.  

 

Our bishops, have made the first of two targets for evangelization the already baptized. Why? Because many 

have lost the fire of enthusiasm - have become “cool” become lukewarm. The second target of 

evangelization is our neighbor, the one Jesus talks about in the Gospel.  



 

The Holy Spirit reminds us - as Jesus said she would. The spirit helps us bring back the vision of a personal 

relationship with Jesus, the relationship that the early Christians had - with fire in their hearts and love in 

their eyes  

 

What was most basic to the presence of the Holy Spirit? Paul, in Galatians says that the fruit of the spirit is 

love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. In 1 Corinthians he 

speaks of other gifts: wisdom, faith, healing, miracles, prophecy, discernment of spirits, tongues and their 

interpretation. He emphasizes that all of the above are not for individual gratification, but for the common 

good, the community good, which is the common denominator of the gifts of the spirit.  

 

The Holy Spirit is the living spirit of Jesus. All of the above gifts have in common the living of Jesus and the 

common good of all. The Holy Spirit is called the advocate, the consoler. The emerging sense of the spirit is 

the strengthener. She acts as a spiritual blood transfusion for each of us and all of us together.  

 

Today we celebrate the 40th anniversary of resurrection. Angelo Roncalli, Pope John XXIII, convoked the 

ecumenical council, Vatican II, in 1958 to be nothing less than “a new Pentecost,” which he prophetically 

believed that the church needed. I pray that each of you experiences the spirit of Pentecost tangibly here.  

 
      

The Holy Trinity  
Last Sunday, the church marked the end of the celebration of Easter, with the celebration of Pentecost - the 

celebration of the birthday of the church. The church uses the next two Sundays to reflect on two of the most 

important ways God continues to share: today, who God is; next Sunday, the gift of God’s presence in his 

Body and Blood.  

 

We know that there is one God - God revealed himself to the Jews. But, Jesus revealed that it is not as simple 

as that: God is not simply one; he is somehow three. Jesus never said, listen up, guys, today I want to tell you 

about the Trinity. He never used the word. He did say: 

 “The Father and I are one.” 

 He talked about sending “the Spirit.” 

 In today’s Gospel we heard Jesus’ command to baptize in the name of the Father and of the Son and 

of the Holy Spirit. 

Two different groups heard those words and tried to figure them out. The Jews, who were the staunchest of 

monotheists, were not an analytic people. Some were concerned only that Jesus made himself equal to god 

by speaking of his father - and blasphemously saying that he and the father were one. Therefore, the Jewish 

solution was rejection of Jesus. They were more interested in obeying the law than listening to God.  

 

The Greeks who were analytic [and you and I are cultural descendents of the Greeks], the question arose 

among Greek Christians of how to handle this father - son - spirit “stuff.” Did you know that the Trinity was 

not a clear Christian teaching until the 4th century?  

 

So, there is one God, but there is not aloneness in God. There is a loving community within God. There are, 

as it were, three aspects of God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, which we call “the Trinity.”  

 

The Trinity, a non-scriptural word that is a figure of speech, is an effort to speak of the variety of our 

experience of God as family relationships: father and son.  

 

By its very nature, love gives. Love, in the “three-ness” of God, gives. God gives to us both jointly and 

individually. The church appropriates: 



 To the Father the work of creation; 

 To the Son the work of redemption and the revelation of God’s love; 

 To the Holy Spirit the work of sanctification. 

 

 
      

BODY AND BLOOD OF CHRIST  
The events of Holy Week are tremendous in importance, but, unfortunately, overwhelmingly crammed into a 

few days. Holy Thursday is revisited at the beginning of post-Easter, ordinary time. When we review Holy 

Thursday, we call it “the Feast the Body and Blood of Christ.”  

 

The setting for the last supper is the Seder meal of Passover, the great Jewish celebration of the “passing 

over” the Jews by the angel of death and the passing from slavery to freedom from Egypt.  

 

The ritual telling of the Jewish story at Seder was called haggadah – the explanation of Passover to those 

present, especially children. Our liturgy of the word came out of this.  

 

The second part of our mass also comes from the Seder. The Jews ate unleavened bread, matzo. Because of 

their urgency in leaving Egypt, there was not time to bake with yeast.  

 

Our first reading today comes from the book of exodus, the story of the ratification of a covenant. Moses 

relates god’s wishes, and the Jews promise to obey the laws which god enjoins on them as their part of the 

covenant. The sealing of the covenant takes place at an altar that Moses sets up.  

 

Blood, for a Jew of that day, was equated with life. Understandable! If a warrior bleeds out in battle, he loses 

his life. They concluded, somehow logically, but not factually, that blood was life.  

 

The blood of the sacrificed lamb offering was put into two bowls. The contents of one are splashed on the 

altar to symbolize the binding nature of the covenant on God’s part. The other bowl is sprinkled on the 

people as a sign of their binding to God. Thus, the common life-blood ratifies the union of God and his 

people in the unity of family blood.  

 

During the Seder Jesus interrupted the flow of this ritual Jewish meal. After he said the blessing, he 

interjected the words over the bread: “This is my body.” This is I.  

 

Later, at the third of four cups of wine, called “the cup of blessing,” symbolizing the blood of the Passover 

lamb, Jesus said the blessing and again interrupted the normal flow of the Seder and said: “This is the cup of 

my blood.” This is I. Just as the former covenant was ratified with blood [Ex 24:8; Zech 9:11], Jesus 

establishes a new covenant ratified with his own blood to be shed the next day.  

 

The renowned liturgist, Godfrey Diekmann, after discussing the various theories of what happened to the 

bread and wine used to challenge his students with these words: “What good is it if the bread is changed and 

we are not? Do you accept your own participation in God’s divinity? Are you ready to become the food you 

rise to receive?” Diekmann was saying, “We are what we eat” at Mass.  

 

We may need to remind ourselves of Diekmann’s question; receiving Eucharist is not magic. The celebrant is 

not a wizard and you, “Muggles” – Harry Potter. Being in church does not any more make us a Christian 

than standing in a garage makes us a car.  

 

To receive Eucharist requires our awareness of what we are about as Christians; that is, being consciously 



present to Jesus, being focused on Jesus at the moment of communion – and afterwards for a while.  

 

Being present in that manner will change us just as a weekly visit to Mother Teresa would have changed us.  

 

To say the same thing in a more scholarly way: there is a philosophical – slash – theological principle: 

“Whatever is received is received by the quality of the recipient.”  

 

Sounds strange, but it is the principle that underlies familiar experiences. It is the principle that underlies our 

experience of the sun: 

 The same sun will harden clay and melt wax. 

 The same sun may give you a savage tan, but will sunburn this Irishman. 

 The sun is the same, the receivers receive it differently. 

Different effects.  

 

What is true of the liturgy of the Eucharist is as true for the liturgy of the word. Jesus taught that when he 

taught about the same grain falling on different kinds of soil: the rocky, the hard, and the fertile. The Word of 

God will change us only if we are open to it by attentive listening.  

 

At resurrection we have a built- in reminder. There is a period of silence and dimmed lights to minimize 

distractions after communion. That helps us to concentrate and to enter within ourselves – and both listen to 

and talk to our Lord.  

 

We will probably not hear an audible answer, but we find that we somehow get ideas that were not there 

before we made ourselves present to Jesus. We need to open our minds, our hearts, our spirits and we will 

change through presence in Eucharist.  

 
      

Eleventh Sunday in Ordinary Time  
Parents of growing children sometimes have a heart-breaking experience. A child of theirs does not “catch” 

the faith that they have tried to teach and “have caught.”  

 

Recently, I heard a good story from grandparents who were in that situation. Their only child was indifferent 

to God and church as he grew up. He graduated, dated and married. He and his wife had a child. The 

grandmother was a real, grandmother. She told her grandchild stories of Jesus and how Jesus loved him, [she 

planted the seeds of faith.] The grandfather took the child for walks and took him fishing. He said God bless 

you to the child even when he didn’t sneeze. [He cultivated the seed that his wife had planted].  

 

Years passed and the grandparents were overjoyed when the grandchild wanted to know God, to have a 

relationship with God, like his grandparents - and completed the RCIC. After his confirmation, the parents 

saw the faith in their child and returned to the Lord as well. The story had a very happy ending.  

 

The parables of Jesus do two things: the stories, first, arrest our attention; they also tease us to puzzle about 

their meaning. Today we heard two of the kingdom-parables: one made the point that the seed grows on its 

own, silently. The other is the fact that the kingdom of God begins small and grows beyond expectation.  

 

I wonder how true those two points are in our day. It seems that like the grandparents’ experience with their 

son and grandson, the seed needs to be watered, cultivated and fertilized. Our surroundings “out there” today 

are hostile to the quiet, unattended growing of the seed of the word of God.  

 

Barbara Walters once interviewed Stephen Spielberg before the Oscar presentations. She asked him: “How 



do you feel about making Schindler’s List? How do you feel about being a Jew? His reply: “I feel I am about 

something.”  

 

We are about something. We are all about something in our effort to make the kingdom of god a reality in 

our land. It is our task to do all that we can to facilitate the birth of the kingdom of God in our generation, 

because the kingdom of God is not a once-and-for-all accomplishment. It must be grown anew in each 

generation.  

 

Harry Smith on CBS interviewed the actress Geena Davis. She made an insightful remark: “Life is messy 

and awful and complicated and beautiful - all at the same time.” So true! An apt description of our situation 

and the challenge and the growth process of the kingdom of God.  

 

The Lord gives meaning to our lives; having meaning makes living our lives a positive experience. Is it our 

task to contribute to the growth of the kingdom, so that the messy is less, and the beautiful, more? That is 

what happens in the day-to-day living out of our lives when we understand that that is “what we are about.”  

 
      

13TH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME  
Mark is an action reporter. His short gospel includes relatively few words of Jesus, but much action, related 

in vivid detail - often with the human tensions surrounding Jesus’ ministry.  

 

Today’s gospel is a double-header of action. As we know, Mark uses a technique that has come to be known 

as the “Markan sandwich.” He will relate an action, and then have another action contained within; he 

intends that the two be interpreted in relation to each other. He uses the technique here and three times later. 

[Chapters 6,11, and 14]  

 

Today, the story of Jairus and his daughter are the bread-slices; the woman with the hemorrhage is the 

lunchmeat  

 

At first, Jesus seems annoyed that he was touched. But he wants to be more than a healing energy-supply. He 

wants to meet the person whose faith was sufficient to reach out and touch him. He wants their relationship 

to be personal, face-to-face.  

 

In mark, faith must be a radical relationship of trust in god; it is actually a way of seeing, a manner of living. 

Mark’s Jesus does not want miracles to be a magic show. Jesus wants miracles as examples of divine 

compassion as a response to trust / faith.  

 

The woman and the little girl are more alike than they are different: 

 Both are women; both are nameless; 

 The little girl is 12; the woman has had her hemorrhage for 12 years – the lifetime of the little girl; 

 The ruler refers to the girl as “my daughter”; Jesus calls the woman “daughter.” Personal! 

 Both situations regard blood. In the situation of the woman, Jesus makes blood stop flowing; in the 

situation of the girl, he makes the life / blood flow once more; 

 In both cases, Jesus touched someone who was unclean, making himself unclean: a woman bleeding 

is unfit for worship in the synagogue - unclean; the leader’s daughter, a dead girl, is also unclean; 

 Both are untouchables under the law; 

The woman comes forward in fear of overstepping. The leader of the synagogue feared offending his fellow 

leaders who would regularly stare contemptuously at Jesus. Fear is a common denominator in both action-

stories.  

 



Both stories are miracle stories; both have as their point: the presence of faith in the believer and the merciful 

response of Jesus.  

 
      

14TH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME  
Have you had the experience of losing your glasses and looking everywhere and then finding them on your 

head or around your neck? Or, think you lost something and find it just about where you first thought you 

lost it? Humbling!  

 

Jesus, after a successful road trip, was in Nazareth, preaching in his home synagogue before those who knew 

him best. Luke tells us that what Jesus reads to them was a messianic prophecy from Isaiah. He finished and 

said. ‘This scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” Mark omits this provocative line from his gospel. 

We may be tempted to look down on Jesus’ critics, but we can’t be too hard on the folks of Nazareth. We 

may be more like them than not. You might think this would be his most sympathetic audience, but the 

crowd dismissed him.  

 

I can think of three possible forces at play in Jesus’ being written off from which we may learn. First, the 

crowd thought they knew him. He was a carpenter - just “one of the home townies.” Oldsters thought of him 

as the kid around the corner, Joseph and Mary’s son. Dismissal of messenger and message happened to 

Ezekiel and Paul of Tarsus in today’s other two readings  

 

A second possibility for not hearing is that any part of Jesus’ message that threatens one’s self-interest can be 

dismissed as “too controversial” or “too political.” Folks prefer the comfortable status quo. That is ‘being 

reasonable.” We tend to think we already “have it right.” Rocking the boat is often not accepted as good 

news. Jesus was drastically closing the gap between God and themselves. If he were right, the great act of 

god --to save, to punish -- was not all behind them as great stories to be told at Passover at the Seder. If he 

were right, this young man was saying that god was not only among them, but he was also calling them to 

make major changes in their lives.  

 

Third, there is a tendency to elevate the importance of the new. This is why consultants arrive from the 

airport or the long drive, carrying laptops and PowerPoint presentations, bringing wisdom and insight. 

Organizations pay big bucks to hear them, but the reason we value this imported wisdom may be because the 

consultant is from out of town. If they live far away, their insight must be more valuable, more global. An 

irony is that when we go to their town, we are considered the “expert.”  

 

It is a fact that what is close at hand is often missed. About the only way we wake up to value the ordinary 

blessings of our lives is to have them taken away, or to view them from a distance, or to have a visitor help 

us to see them again, as if for the first time.  

 

Failing to see the extraordinary in the ordinary of our lives does have consequences. A troubling phrase of 

today’s gospel stands out because of their lack of faith; Jesus was “not able to perform any mighty deed 

there.” Jesus was “unable” because his infinite power was bound by the father’s gift of free will to the 

townsfolk and us. Jesus cannot mediate his father’s power without a faith response; there was little response 

in Nazareth. He could do only little. They do not even mention what he spoke in their synagogue; they 

dismiss his right to teach anything about god.  

 

The people were “full of themselves.” There was no room in their minds for a new insight -- or any new 

revelation. And . . . “familiarity breeds contempt” as the saying goes.  

 

Also, please notice their lack of belief amazed Jesus. Seldom is Jesus astonished, but when he is, it is about 
people’s faith. It is either extraordinary faith or it is the extraordinary lack of it.  

 

A “few” listened. Those few save the world that refuses to listen to a prophet. Small groups listen and take 



up the prophet’s call and become prophetic themselves in word and deed. Some will stand against the power 

of fear and greed. Some will risk unpopularity and contempt, even imprisonment or death to be the voice of 

God in our time. They begin as rebels – even canon or civil law-breakers - and end as “founding fathers,” 

heroes, and, occasionally, martyrs for the cause.  

 

Always looking forward to what is not yet, or getting stuck in what used to be, we can be crucified, like 

Jesus, between two thieves, the past and the future. It has been well said: “The past is history; the future is 

mystery --- we have only the gift of the now -- and that is why they call it “present.” Let’s recognize Jesus in 

the present and live our lives in the now, trying always to be open to the movement of the Spirit.  

 

Starting with those closest to you -- let’s be present to them and present to the presence of God in our midst.  

 
      

15TH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME  
We hear mark’s account of Jesus’ sending out the apostles. We have heard about Jesus’ instructions on 

single-mindedness: traveling light and not being picky about personal accommodations. We are missionaries, 

not vacationers.  

 

I thought today I would address two tips that are not usually talked about: a companion and rejection.  

 

Jesus formed a community around him, but when it came to getting the word out, he did not send his 

followers out as a large community or as individuals. Jesus sent them out in pairs. For many good reasons: 

 Two can support each other when the going gets tough or one gets discouraged; 

 Two can bounce ideas off each other because two heads are better than one; 

 Two can hold each other accountable; 

 Two can travel more safely -- especially if the message is not being well received; 

 Two are stronger witnesses; what one doesn’t think of the other very well may, and two have more 

credibility; for this reason: two were required to witness in a Jewish court. 

This is a good rule of thumb for us as well. In our attempts at missionary encounters -- to which every one of 

us is called -- it is good to have a companion. Jehovah’s witnesses know this well and practice it. We hear 

Jesus’ call for a walking stick and sandals. Action gear, not a TV remote and house slippers for oneself and a 

companion.  

 

The second point I’d like to make is about shaking the dust from our feet if we are rejected. This is a tricky, a 

dangerous passage. We can misuse it either to justify our anger if we feel it or to reject folks and then stand 

in judgment, as did James and john, wanting to call fire from heaven on rejecters.  

 

In a nutshell, Jesus wanted his followers simply to recognize their limits in converting and move on, leaving 

the situation to god and his later sending someone else to them. It is not anyone’s gift to ring everyone’s 

bell.  

 

The previous passage to today’s reading was last Sunday’s rejection by Jesus ‘ own people -- the folks with 

whom he grew up in Nazareth. Jesus did not doggedly stay. We read: “He made the rounds of the 

neighboring villages instead.”  

 

Jesus’ wisdom is echoed by Kenny Rogers, the C&W singer. He tells us that you’ve got to know when to 

hold ‘em, know when to fold ‘em, know when to walk away, know when to run. There is wisdom in the 

gambler’s song.  

 

Before he began his public life, Jesus was in the desert with Satan who made attractive offers -- and Jesus 



walked. He knew when to walk and also when to let others walk: as, when the rich young man chose to walk 

away rather than give up his riches, Jesus was sad, but he did not run after him.  

 

We don’t know the number of times the disciples had to shake the dust from their feet and move on. Satan 

didn’t always fall like lightning from the sky.  

 

There is a principle here for every one of us. A mature assessment of ourselves involves our willingness to 

recognize our limits, in our missionary relationship with others.  

 

At another level, dr. Scott peck said that his practice of psychotherapy would be enjoyable and relatively 

easy if it were not for a single reality -- resistance. “People who come to psychotherapy do so saying they 

want to change, and then from the moment therapy starts they usually begin acting as if the last thing on 

god’s earth they want to do is change.”  

 

It is god’s spirit in a person’s life that has the persuasive power to deal with resistance -- not our fervor, not 

our intelligence, not our cleverness. And some folks we think are resisting god’s truth may simply be 

resisting us.  

 

We are not to quit easily, but there is wisdom in knowing when to let go. Parents, like priests, do not have 

control, here. Like St. Monica, the mother of St. Augustine, we pray. We do not badger. We take the 

opportunities to speak positively about god and the things of god. A former, poor situation should not 

discourage us in reaching out later to others.  

 

The serenity prayer is helpful: “god grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to 

change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.”  

 
      

16TH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME  
Last Sunday we heard Jesus sending out the twelve on their first missionary journey. Today, we hear of their 

return from ministry. This is the only time in mark’s gospel that the term “apostle” appears, referring to the 

twelve.  

 

Jesus compassionately reads the situation. He does not encourage them to do more or to do better. In his 

compassionate wisdom, he knows that they need time to rest and to relax.  

 

I think that Jesus would add a third r to our secular notion of R&R. Rest and relaxation are absolutely 

necessary, but so is a third R: reflection -- to determine where we are, where we are going. Jesus guides his 

apostles toward a quiet place.  

 

It turns out to be not so quiet, so he takes over the teaching and allows the twelve to rest. The three R’s can 

be delayed, but never omitted. After all, Jesus promised refreshment for the tired: “Come to me all you who 

are weary and heavily burdened; I will refresh you.”  

 

You are disciples. Many - no, most - of you minister to the community. Often, when you do not name what 

you are doing as ministry you minister to an elderly parent or lonely relative, - listening to oft’ repeated 

stories, adjusting to slowness of gait. You minister to a needy child - taking the time to play, to answer a 

hundred questions. You minister to a hurting friend by your presence. You minister to a sick neighbor by 

shopping, preparing a meal. Besides all that, you work at keeping yourself and your household going.  

 

When the boat crunches up on the sand on the far side of the lake, Jesus, without complaint, ministers to the 
people who interrupted his plan. The twelve are not mentioned. Likely, Jesus sent them off for rest, 

relaxation, and reflection on the conversation they had while crossing the four miles on the Sea of Galilee.  

 



Jesus has something to say to you today. You, too, need to take time for the 3 R’s. Rest, relax, and reflect. 

Deliberate rest and relaxation are essential for healthy living. Reflection is essential for establishing a 

balance between work and R&R.  

 

Jesus did not push the twelve beyond their limits, nor does he push you. He may be leading you by posing 

some questions: 

 Where am I on the continuum of work and the three R’s? Extremes are easy to reach. Extreme work 

leads to burnout. Extreme rest leads to rust. Extreme introspection leads to scrupulosity or spiritual 

self-centeredness. The alternative extreme leads to being a workaholic. There will always be 

something to do or some “reason” to do little or nothing. Balance is the challenge.  

 What is the quality of my rest? Am I renewed after rest / relaxation? Does my rest usually make me 

feel good about returning to activity? Downtime is not “one size fits all.” It is relative to where one 

is in life at any given time. Once again, we need balance. 

 How can I allow Jesus to minister to me? Do I need more interior, prayer to discern god’s will? Rote 

prayer can become a regimen of “busy work” that actually avoids honest conversation with our 

Lord. 

Summer provides weather for relaxation and the suspension and slowdown of many church ministries. For 

active parishioners who are weary, summer provides a needed break from ministry. For not-so-active 

parishioners, it provides a time for reflection on choices for a fresh start in September.  

 

We need to meet Jesus in the quiet place before we meet him in the market place.  

 

In Eucharist we meet our Lord. Let’s receive him and follow him into both ministry and into the three R’s.  

 
      

17th SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME  
Every third year at this time, the church reminds us that Mark, the evangelist will run out of gas / slash / 

gospel before the last Sunday in ordinary time. Mark wrote too short a gospel to stretch until advent arrives 

in December. The church inserts the magnificent “bread of life” discourse from John’s gospel to fill the gap. 

For five weeks we hear this marvelous discourse of john’s gospel chapter 6. Great idea; poor timing! When I 

become pope, I am going to move this to October when everyone is back from vacation and is more settled 

to appreciate the gem that John 6 is.  

 

Our first reading provides a mini-parallel from the Old Testament. It tells of Elisha feeding 100 people with 

20 barley loaves.  

 

The setting for today’s gospel is the place where god and man traditionally meet: a mountain - Mount Sinai 

where the 10 commandments were given, the mountain of the transfiguration, the mount of the beatitudes, 

and today, the mountain for the feeding of the 5000. The exact location is not recorded. We know that the 

place was near the Sea of Galilee. The time is near Passover, which appropriately conjures up the time of the 

last supper. Although place and time are sketchy, it is a story so important that it is the only miracle story 

that is found in all four gospels.  

 

The traditional story of their lack of food is the segue for Jesus to begin to speak of himself as the bread of 

life. A difficulty with the traditional understanding is that it was precisely the temptation to make bread had 

been a temptation that Jesus rejected outright in the desert before he began his public ministry.  
 

There is an alternative explanation for the miracle that has come more recently. Jews of Jesus’ day were 



seasoned travelers. They well knew that there were no golden arches of McDonald’s, or KFC’s or other fast 

food places. Ancient Jews were famous for always carrying a bottled-shaped basket called a kophinos in 

which they carried kosher food to avoid ritual impurity.  

 

So, an alternative interpretation is that when the Jewish followers saw that Jesus had them sit down and then 

Jesus took the boy’s barley loaves and fish and shared them, they were moved and followed his good 

example and also shared what they carried. This interpretation is surely in line with Jesus’ many sayings 

about sharing: he praised the poor widow who gave the little she had, two pennies. Jesus said that it is more 

blessed to give than to receive. We recall the Good Samaritan who generously shared with an “outsider” in 

need. We recall how the enthusiastic Zacchaeus gave half of what he possessed to the poor.  

 

Which of the two interpretations is correct? The traditional, almost magical interpretation has been preached 

for a long time, but the innovative interpretation does give us pause. Pause is good. The second interpretation 

stirs many reminders besides the words of Jesus just mentioned. 

 It reminds us of the then current Jewish practice of carrying food. 

 It reminds us that the bread came from barley, not wheat; barley was the bread of the poor – a 

reminder to us of simplicity. 

 It reminds us of the difference in two disciples: Phillip, a native of that area, said, in effect, feeding 

the large crowd was a hopeless endeavor, while Andrew, the apostle famous for bringing people to 

Jesus, brought the boy to Jesus. He did something – a reminder to us to do something. 

It reminds us that our lord can take what we bring and do wonders. Remember Alex’s lemonade stand and 

how a little girl stole the hearts of us all with her simple, generous, loving heart with amazing results to this 

day.  

 

It reminds you and me that in our cooperating with our lord in the coming of the kingdom, an even greater 

miracle than making bread is softening the hearts of others.  

 
      

18th SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME  
This passage from John follows the multiplication that we heard last week and precedes the heart of the 

“bread of life” discourse in weeks 3 and 4 and the curious conclusion in week 5. In today’s gospel, we see 

that the central dynamic between Jesus and the crowd is one familiar to us: Johannine misunderstanding – 

where we hear something that makes Jesus’ adversary sound “less enlightened, dumber” than we and, of 

course, not as smart as Jesus. It is like watching Sherlock Holmes and hearing Dr. Watson make some not-

so-smart comments that make us smile.  

 

The crowd did not get it. They thought after last weeks episode with the bread and fish that either he was a 

great source of inspiration that moved their hearts to share, or he was a wonderful, magical provider.  

 

He said “I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me will never hunger, and whoever believes in me will 

never thirst.” Now, with this claim, he requires faith from them.  

 

But . . . they want more proof. There was a strong rabbinic belief that when the messiah came into the world, 

he would bring a return of the manna. We recall that Jews believed that Moses’ greatest work was the gift of 

the manna, and also that the Messiah’s work would even surpass that. Moses and the Messiah would form 

highpoints of Jewish history. Their question, “What can you do?” was a challenge. The miracle of the 5000 

was insufficient for them because in their judgment it was not certainly bread from God. It was ordinary 

bread from Moses. Is it not curious that the Hebrew word, manna, means, “What is it?”  

 

Jesus reminded them that the manna was from God, not Moses and that the manna was only symbolic of the 



bread of life that came from God. He was claiming that complete satisfaction of hunger and thirst came from 

him, Jesus, who came from God.  

 

Because “the bread of life” is the spiritual nourishment that god consistently gives to everyone, and because 

Jesus is the word who connects our father to us, it is Jesus who is the “bread of life” and whose relationship 

with you and me empowers us never to experience spiritual hunger or thirst. Never to experience spiritual 

hunger or thirst is a not as good way of saying that “Jesus is life.” as in “the way, the truth, and the life.”  

 

In this climactic exchange, he claims that the reality of God is present in the person of Jesus.  

 

This is heady stuff. It is why an eagle in Christian art symbolizes John the evangelist, the traditional author 

of the fourth gospel. He soars with us to the heights of theology. He never calls what we refer to as 

“miracles” as “miracles.” He calls them “signs.” He neatly included them after the prologue in the first 

twelve of the twenty-five chapters in his gospel, and before the “book of glory” – the story of his passion and 

death with an added appendix.  

 

Next week and the following week we will get to the heart of the bread of life discourse.  

 
      

19th SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME  
Jesus explained to them: “I myself am the bread of life. No one who comes to me shall ever be hungry, no 

one who believes in me shall ever thirst.”  

 

Today is week 3 of the 5 weeks dedicated to john’s sixth chapter on the bread of life.  

 

The first reading from 1 Kings tells of Elijah’s eating bread, a hearth cake. It also tells us that this was quite 

the “power bar.” After eating two of them, we read that he walked for 40 days and 40 nights to Mt. Horeb 

where he re-examined his fear-ridden life, accepted once more the word of God and renews his trust in God.  

 

The Hebrew bible has a tradition of knowledge being called the bread of the spirit. In Deuteronomy we read 

a famous and familiar quote: “Not by bread alone does man live, but by every word that comes forth from 

the Lord. [8:3]  

 

In John 6 we read of two different senses of Jesus’ speaking of himself as the bread of life. John follows a 

clear outline. He first quotes Jesus claim: “I am the bread of life.” Next, there is murmuring from the Jews. 

Finally, there is Jesus’ explanation of his saying, “I am the bread of life.” Today’s gospel addresses the first 

sense in which Jesus uses the phrase: “I am the bread of life.”  

 

Key to understanding the two parallel passages are the verbs that Jesus uses when he speaks about the 

“bread.” Let’s review today’s reading:  

 

“No one comes to me shall ever be hungry, no one who believes in me shall ever thirst.” It is written in the 

prophets: God shall teach them all. Everyone who listens to my father and learns from him comes to 

me…this is the bread that comes down from heaven so that one may eat it and not die.  

 

Do you see how these verses correspond to the quote from Deuteronomy? “Not by bread alone does man 

live, but by every word that comes forth from the lord? We heard the verb - phrases: believes – taught by 

God – listens to my father – learns from him - eat[s] [this bread].  

 

Jesus is proclaiming in today’s passage that he is “the bread of life” in the sense that he is food for the mind / 
heart. He gives us “something to chew on.” He is sapiential food. He is wisdom for those who listen to him, 

to those who accept him as the center of their lives. This food provides the one who accepts him with a life 

that is not at mere subsistence level, not simple existing. Bread is seen as something that is necessary for 



living a life that is fully alive. This bread of life provides an answer to the question of what living is for. 

 

We can never underestimate the intelligence and the ingenuity of John the author. It is well accepted that this 

section of john 6 was calculated to express what we call “the liturgy of the word” in the celebration of 

Eucharist. It is at this time of our celebration that we turn our attention to a theme that is present in each 

Sunday celebration of Eucharist.  

 

We first hear a connection to the Hebrew bible; we then usually hear a passage from the apostle, Paul; the 

final reading is from one of the four gospels. When we listen carefully each week, we hear the great themes 

from scripture in carefully chosen seasons of the year. These give us the history of salvation, the 

interventions of our god in the lives of those who have gone before us. During the season of Easter, the first 

reading is from the Acts of the Apostles that tells us the formative experiences of the early Christian church.  

 

This is bread that thoroughly nourishes us. We realize that our concerns, our worries, our burdens, our joys 

are not unique to us. We hear of others who walked before us and experienced similar times. In a sense, these 

people are brought into ours lives in our day. We digest the bread of life and are eternally nourished on our 

journey.  

 
      

21st SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME  
Today brings to conclusion the bread of life summer insertion. We have seen in the last two weeks, Jesus the 

bread of life as food for thought; then as real food, real presence. The liturgical fact that the first reading is 

connected to the gospel reading in theme is very apparent today.  

 

Joshua had been a boy when Israel began its long march to freedom across the desert. Moses was his hero: 

how could Joshua have imagined that one day he would be Moses’ successor and have to confront the 

children of Israel. We hear: “if it does not please you to serve the lord, decide today whom you will serve: 

the gods of our fathers beyond the river or the gods of the Amorites in whose country you are now 

dwelling?” Joshua adds his personal answer and commitment: “as for me and my household, we will serve 

the lord.”  

 

Failure to say “yes” to Joshua’s challenging question would have shown tremendous ingratitude for all that 

god had done in freeing the Jews from slavery in Egypt and guiding them to freedom in a new land.  

 

Today, in our appendix to the bread of life discourse from john, we hear that after the discourse many 

followers of Jesus strongly reacted to his teaching on real presence: “this is a hard saying; who can accept 

it?”  

 

We hear: “as a result of this, many of his disciples returned to their former way of life and no longer 

accompanied him.”  

 

Because many of his followers were leaving, Jesus, like Joshua many years earlier, had to confront directly 

his remaining followers on his critical teaching on Eucharist. He asked the 12, “Do you also want to leave?” 

With this pointed question, he drew a line in the sand. Are you with me, or not? Defecate or abdicate. Fish or 

cut bait.  

 

During Jesus’ life, peter seemed to put his foot in his mouth more than anyone else. But, peter’s answer 

today hits the nail right on the head. Peter answered with those never-to-be-forgotten words: “master, to 

whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life. We have come to believe and are convinced that you 

are the holy one of god.” Perfect. “We have come to believe and are convinced.” The 12 have been eating the 
sapiential bread of life, the teachings of Jesus. In their time together, Jesus has given them much to think 

about, much to chew on. They trusted, [had faith], Jesus was the bread of life. They “believed,” as Peter said. 

And Peter added, they “are convinced,” they “know.”  



 

They did not trust as much as they would later. They did not know as much as they would know later. They 

trusted and knew enough to stay with Jesus. Trusting and knowing comprise the process of us pilgrim 

followers.  

 

At the beginning of this discourse, Jesus fed 5000 with some barley loaves and fish. Their understanding of 

him as a compassionate, holy man grew. They proclaimed him as “the prophet.” An important step forward 

on the faith journey.  

 

Spiritual growth is trusting Jesus [faith] and coming to ever deeper understanding. If we are convinced, as 

peter was, that Jesus is theholy one of God, then we believe that there is no better place to go apart from his 

presence. Progress in any relationship happens when we deepen trust and knowledge of the other. Is it not 

that way with friends, spouses? As time passes in good relationships, we more deeply trust the other based 

on our positive experience, and we know them better. A wonderful, mutual consciousness evolves.  

 

This understanding is new wine that did not sit well with the departing followers of Jesus whose baggage 

was old wine skins; they broke ranks from Jesus with burst wine skins.  

 

Those who believe and accept the truth of Jesus’ real presence in Eucharist participate and increasingly 

experience his presence in that intimate moment of Holy Communion. We have opportunity in that moment 

of uni0n to pour out our hearts to him and listen. Sometimes, he speaks to us with non-verbal answers that 

come to us as at no other time. Sometimes, there is just silence. Silence is perfectly acceptable for those who 

love each other.  

 

The departing ex-followers made a statement and asked a question: “this is a hard saying. Who can accept 

it?” like Joshua and peter and the other apostles, I answer in faith: “I can. I do.”  

 
      

TWENTY-SECOND SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME  
Today, we leave John’s “bread of life” discourse and return to Mark. Jesus has a few last words to the people 

of Galilee - the northern area of Palestine where he grew up. It is the last incident mark records of Jesus’ 

Galilean ministry - just before he headed south to Judea and its capital, Jerusalem, where he would die.  

 

Mark shows the growing opposition of the Jews, instigated by the Jewish, religious leaders who had “come 

from Jerusalem.” The drama is building.  

 

His listeners were unsettled because the Jerusalem crowd was reminding them of “the tradition of the 

elders.” The tradition of the elders was the Halakah, the oral law. In the second century, this would be 

written down as the Mishnah.  

 

The purification/washing rites we heard in the Gospel were the Jewish leaders’ interpretations of the law of 

God, not the law. Sadly, these were being given equal importance to the law itself [the Torah]. Those 

washing rituals were meant to express a purification of the heart, not to substitute for it. They had been 

initially prescribed for the Levites [priests] and were later extended to include all Israelites. 

 

The failure of Jesus’ disciples to observe these purification rites occasions the criticism from the Jews. Jesus 

quotes Isaiah: “This people honors me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me; in vain do they 

worship me, teaching as doctrines human precepts.”  

 

What Jesus asks of them - and us - is simple, but profound and challenging. He wants our hearts. The heart is 
the center of a person for Jews as well as for us.  

 

Jesus knows well that they and we can appear innocent, look like true followers, but our face does not mirror 



our heart. We may have an innocent smile on the outside, but our heart, our interior disposition, can be a 

mess. We may have the words, but not the music. We may carefully observe external rules within our 

religion, but our hearts, our internal disposition, can be seething with self-will.  

 

What drives your heart? My heart? That question and its answer are what the work of lent is about. Today’s 

gospel raises this issue toward the end of vacation season. This is the time of year when many activities 

resume. This time of year is appropriate for a mini spiritual review. The question is Jesus’; our answer is the 

product of self- examination to produce self-knowledge. Knowledge of self is vital for both spirituality and 

sanity.  

 

What drives our hearts, our center? The Gospel provided a list for us: evil thoughts, unchastity, theft, murder, 

adultery, greed, deceit, envy, arrogance.” Very strong drives.  

 

There are other more subtle drives / drivers of our hearts: religious indifference, because I put self-wants 

before God’s or neighbor’s. Sloth, because it is just too much work. My persona, because I do not want to 

appear to others as if I am hot on God. It may be ignorance: too often, we confuse the end, relationship, with 

the means, laws and devotions that get us into spiritual trouble.  

 

We are often not aware of some of these drivers. They simply slip quietly into our lives without conscious 

effort. They may belittle our dark side that needs to be brought into the light by introspection. Once in the 

light, they are seen for what they are: barriers to becoming who we are called to be.  

 

William Glasser developed a method he called “reality therapy” that focuses on changing our behavior 

patterns. He calls it “positive addiction,” and gave the examples of jogging and meditation. Beginning either 

of these or any new discipline is difficult. As we continue jogging or meditating, it becomes easier. If we 

stick with it, it becomes a healthy addiction that we simply cannot seem to do without.  

 

This practice has a spin-off in the spiritual life. An ancient, nameless, wise person said: “The act is the parent 

of the habit; the habit is the parent of the virtue.” Perseverance is key. Per-severa: through the hard/severe 

stuff to habitually praying, doing good, attending mass.  

 

As Jesus said, “Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.” This time of year is a good time for a 

heart check-up.  

 
      

TWENTY-THIRD SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME  
I read a press release on the anniversary of the “Common Ground Initiative.” The saintly, down-to-earth late 

archbishop of Chicago, Joseph Bernardin, began this movement. He saw the turmoil in our church: the right 

vs. the left, conservatives v progressives and called us all to look not upon how we differ, but upon what we 

have in common. He calls us to build upon what unites us. Hence, the common ground initiative. I could not 

agree more. “A house divided against itself cannot stand,” says Jesus. The power of positive relationship 

unites.  

 

In line with Jesus’ cure of the deaf man in the gospel, I would like to speak a bit about relationship and 

spiritual deafness. Communication is absolutely necessary in relationship -- divine or human. 

Communication is the very life-blood of relationship. Listening is the essential partner in communicating. If 

someone is deaf to the other, communication stops. Eventually, relationship weakens and possibly dies. We 

know this from our experience.  

 

So often, the fear, suspicion and anger found in our society creeps into our church. Deep and persistent 
distrust of persons, motives and viewpoints exists in the Catholic Church: between old and young, laity and 

clergy, rich and poor, scholars and bishops. Our American pluralism is all too often a source of divisiveness 

rather than richness. Some people, unfortunately, are simply not interested in conversing with someone with 



differing opinions. That is sad. We are familiar with the saying: no one is so blind as one who will not see; I 

think we can safely say, “No one is so deaf as one who will not listen.”  

 

The initiative’s efforts are to get people back communicating with one another - not as correctors, not as 

mediators, but recalling all that we are all members of the family of Christ and need to talk to one another, to 

listen to one another. We would improve the quality of our communication and the level of relationship.  

 

I applaud a keynoter’s words: “listening is the necessary foundation for relationships with god and one 

another. Real listening is one of the greatest gifts we can give to another person; it establishes lasting 

relationships; it gives substance to words of love and friendship; it heals and allows us to grow in our 

knowledge of ourselves, others, and of God.” He recognizes all three aspects of our relationships: God - 

others - self.  

 

We gather each week at Eucharist and speak with our Lord. Do we also listen to god’s word attentively in the 

readings? Do we listen to our Lord during quiet time after communion, or do we go on about our needs?  

 

Today’s Gospel is helpful. We need to do what the deaf man did: seek out Jesus. Go off with him, away from 

the crowd. . . Spend time in his healing presence . . .give Jesus a chance to touch our hearts . . . Give Jesus 

the chance to put his finger in our ears by our being present to him and opening our ears to his word.  

 

In the gathering space after mass, do we listen to one another? Or, do we generally gather only with our 

friends? A clique is not community. Do we meet and engage folks we do not yet know?  

 

Hearing is a physical sense of our body. Listening is a learned skill. If we hear something affirming about 

ourselves, we tend to listen eagerly. If we hear criticism, do we react with a knee-jerk of denial? Or, do we 

listen in silence and slowly and honestly evaluate the criticism?  

 

Let’s listen up!  

 
      

TWENTY-FOURTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME  
Jesus asks a disarming question: “Who do people say that I am?” The disciples answer with comments they 

have heard about Jesus. Then Jesus asks his real question, the penetrating question that will live forever. 

Who do you say that I am? Peter steps up and answers with the title that is correct: “You are the Christ,” 

“Christ” is the Greek translation of the Hebrew word, “Messiah,” ”the Anointed one.” Messiah has more 

than one meaning. Many, probably most, thought it indicated the one who would free Israel from Roman 

rule, be triumphant in a this-world understanding of messiah.  

 

Jesus tried to correct their understanding with an otherworld understanding as the “Son of man.” He, the 

suffering servant, said he would suffer. Die. And rise in his mission of representing his father to all as love 

incarnated.  

 

Peter, perhaps still a little high from hearing Jesus’ kudos for coming up with the right title, took Jesus aside 

to “talk” to him, perhaps get Jesus to put some spin on this horrific sounding statement about suffering, 

death, and rising.  

 

But, Jesus would not budge from his own explanation of “Messiah.” He states that peter must not try to lead 

him. Peter’s role is to follow him: “get behind me.” He calls him a “Satan,” for he is trying to divert divine 

design – a Satanic ploy tried by Satan before his public ministry began.  

 
Jesus’ question, “Who do you say that I am” calls for an ongoing, evolving answer from each of us during 

the course of our lives. Our answers are at first limited by our very immature, spiritual vision. When very, 

very young we probably would have answered: “baby Jesus.” Our answer must change as we mature. 



Hopefully, we who have reached at least confirmation age will move beyond that answer. We may, still later, 

answer that Jesus is “the understanding teacher from Nazareth,” we may move on in our difficult times to see 

Jesus as “the good shepherd.” Hopefully, we will evolve to image Jesus as unconditional love, incarnated. 

We come to understand his deep compassion for those suffering in body or spirit. He heals on the Sabbath if 

that is when the sick present themselves. No foolish, pharisaical prohibitions stop him when the Pharisees 

accuse him of doing forbidden work on the Sabbath.  

 

In our maturity we listen to, understand, and act on Jesus’ admonition that we, like Jesus be intolerant of 

religious leaders who would hypocritically distort the father’s love into precepts that have no part in 

compassion.  

 

May each of us evolve toward the fullness of the vision of Jesus’ unconditional love for his father and for all. 

We may not just bask in that love. We need to come to understand that unconditional love calls for our 

response just as it called for Jesus’ response to our father.  

 

That response calls us to be servants, not masters in our relationships. Servants do not seek the first places in 

social gatherings, do not seek honor or recognition. Servants serve! When his thousands of followers were 

without food, he served their hungry stomachs with loaves of bread and their staple food, fish. When their 

minds and spirits hungered for wisdom, he served them the bread of wisdom. Ever the servant, he gave 

example of how we are to serve and work  

 

When time for instruction was running out, he got down on his knees at the last supper and washed his 

disciples’ feet – the work of a servant.  

 

As we mature, we see the hypocrisy of those who call themselves “public servants” and serve themselves 

generously and let the people who elected them suffer and pay for their “perks.”  

 

As we mature, we see the hypocrisy of those who call themselves “servants of the servants of god” and then 

act imperiously and dress as princes with rings and things – not as servants – and investigate those who 

honestly seek otherworld values.  

 

And the good news is that when we become discouraged at hearing answers and responses other than 

“Messiah-servant” answers and responses, when we see power abused, we have the great consolation of 

coming home to our parish community and celebrate Eucharist together, here at the table of the lord.  

 
      

TWENTY-FIFTH SUNDAY IN ODINARY TIME  
The Book of Wisdom is the last book written in the Old Testament. We just heard from its opening section 

promoting the wisdom of an other-world view over a this-world view. God sent prophets to try to break 

through the very common, this-world mindset.  

 

Jesus-as-prophet tries for the second of three attempts in two successive chapters in mark’s gospel to tell his 

disciples that he is the Messiah, who will suffer, die and rise from death. Mark uses a simple process: 

prediction, misunderstanding, corrective teaching. I wonder if John copied this idea from mark because the 

same pattern is frequently present in his “Johannine misunderstanding.” John wrote several decades after 

Mark. We heard examples of this last month in his bread of life discourse.  

 

Today, Jesus’ disciples changed the subject of Jesus-as-Messiah/Son of Man to their agenda: who is the 

greatest? Jesus asked what they were discussing, but they did not tell him. Jesus spoke about greatness and 

said: “If anyone wishes to be first, he shall be the last of all and the servant of all.” He set a child in front of 
him. He embraced the child and said: “whoever receives one child such as this in my name, receives me; and 

whoever receives me, receives not [only] me, but the one who sent me.”  

 



The reason for choosing the child was not because of a child’s innocence and openness. The present context 

is “greatness.” A child in that culture and, sadly, for many in our culture is the person least valued, yet, Jesus 

says that the one who becomes like the child will be the greatest. A child – before it learns the word “mine” – 

does not seek to possess things, does not seek power, does not lord it over others. That is the point that Jesus 

makes. Neither is he saying that children were unloved or uncared for in Jewish culture. He tries to convince 

them that status in his other-world view is the reverse of what the wisdom of this-world is. Children were at 

the bottom on the status scale.  

 

If the task of the prophet is to both afflict the comfortable and comfort the afflicted, Jesus is doing both in 

this scene. He is trying to teach them that the comfortable notion that status, possessions and power make 

one “number one, first” is wrong; the opposite is correct. The one who becomes poor in spirit and powerless 

is the one who will be first in the kingdom of God. He reiterates the value of discipleship in rejecting status 

and accepting servant tasks. Some disciples want none of this. He is also trying to provide comfort for their 

imminent affliction when they will see him suffer terribly and die.  

 

For those who have self-centeredness as a form of consciousness, the prophet’s words are manipulated to fit 

their self-centeredness. Their manipulation may be playing the acting-role of a servant in order to achieve 

recognition; that is, they become a phony-last to become a phony-first with a false humility. Or, they make 

the prophets the enemy that must be silenced. They will find some “reason,” and never see their self-

centeredness.  

 

The real great are those who try to assume the consciousness of Jesus. They try to Live Jesus.  

 

Now, fasten your seatbelt. A spiritual writer like John Shea and a world leader like Dag Hammarskjöld 

recognize “Least” at a deeper level. Carl Rogers, a therapist, without mention of god, achieved wonderful, 

clinical results with the following.  

 

These accept, welcome and embrace persons considered “least” at their deeper, moral-social level. They 

accept a person in being a human person – as Jesus did. At your and my “least,” we are: without title, 

without status, without wealth, without possessions, without color, without race, without political stance, 

without sexual orientation. At this level, we can see a person with the eyes of Jesus and his father without 

clutter and without any make-up and accept, welcome and serve every person with god-consciousness. 

Clearly an other-world view.  

 

Perhaps this brings new meaning to the expression: “Less is better.”  

 
      

TWENTY-SIXTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME  
Today, the connection between the first reading and the gospel jumps out at us. In the first reading, before 

the Jews entered the Promised Land, God directs Moses to choose seventy elders as helpers and bring them 

to the tent where the Ark of the Covenant was kept. Two, Eldad and Medad, had been chosen, but were 

absent for the tent blessing, yet they still received the gift of prophecy and Moses approved them. Joshua, 

Moses’ assistant, expresses the same sentiment, as Jesus’ disciples will later: resentment.  

 

Coincidently, that is the reason why the elders were sometimes numbered as 70, sometimes as 72 and also 

why the same number of Jesus’ disciples is disputed.  

 

In Jesus’ day, our gospel passage begins with the issue of how authority is mediated in the Christian 

community. His disciples are resentful because another, not in the company of Jesus, also has the gift of 

healing. They are upset because that exorcist does not belong, is an outsider, a threat to their turf, their self-
importance. Their issue shows their faulty attitude and sense of competitiveness. It raises the question: why 

are the disciples not delighted that more were cured, and that the exorcist exorcised in Jesus’ name; that is, 

through Jesus’ power?  



 

It was only shortly before that the disciples themselves were unable to cast out an evil spirit; now they are 

jealous of an “outsider” who can.  

 

That raises a deeper question. We recognize the basic fight to survive in each of us. When drowning or other 

dire situation faces us, we fight for our lives – and rightly so. Recognizing the needs of others to physically 

survive triggers the gut-compassion that is the stuff of heroes. On the other hand, we also recognize a 

dangerous, competitive spirit that is also a knee-jerk reaction. Sadly, we are so defensive of our egos.  

 

Our effort to attain the consciousness of Jesus impacts the competitive spirit that defends egos: 

 A basic value in Christianity is cooperation, not competition. Growth in love is associated with 

cooperation, not with competition. We need to recognize this. 

 Our loving relationship with God is the paramount value and trumps all other values; we need to live 

this reality. 

 We are called to improve ourselves in the physical, emotional, and intellectual realms. Competition 

enhances all three, but winning is not everything. Sportsmanship – a subset of love of neighbor – 

tempers competitive athletics. That is sanity. 

Today, we hear Jesus scold the disciples for competitiveness and exclusiveness. The disciples see themselves 

as superior, an in-group. They seem to feel somehow cheated because an outsider can heal in Jesus’ name. 

Somehow we tend to be exclusive when Jesus calls us to be like himself, inclusive. We remember the words 

of john’s gospel [17]. Jesus prayer for unity: “I pray father that all may be one. As you are in me and I in you 

…”  

 

We all recognize and accept that no one of us is perfect. That is an understatement. We also need to allow to 

accept the fact that each of us is innately unique and, yes, great. But not perfect. That realization is a 

wonderful, life-giving truth.  

 

We all have graces and gifts from God. These are not to be hoarded and reveled in as personal possessions, 

but shared  

 

When we appreciate that this is also true of everyone else, we have neither need nor desire to exclude anyone 

or to feel superior. It is a perversity within our hearts to be exclusive, to feel somehow superior. Smugness is 

not virtuous.  

 

Our search, our quest is to become increasingly conscious of what gifts we have been given, what we will do 

with them, and who we are becoming. On the flip side, unhealthy and foolish envy at what we lack is both 

counter-productive and unchristian.  

 

The place of competition is to help, not hurt us. Cooperation is an end; competition, only a means.  

 

Appreciation of a diminished role of competition is certainly a hard-won victory in my personal evolution. It 

is surely not what the world taught us years ago.  

 

Let us not forget the principle Jesus lays down for us in today’s gospel: “He who is not against you is for 

you.” Our Gospel diminishes the number of those “against” us.  

 

The cooperative life is good!  

 
      



Twenty-seventh Sunday in Ordinary Time (October 7, 2012)  
Today we hear Jesus’ views on marriage and divorce. The Pharisees try to trap him on the topic of divorce. 

Jesus asked what Moses commanded? The Pharisees answered with what Moses permitted. Then, Jesus 

quoted the book of genesis and his father’s plan for the loving unity of a man and woman in what we call 

“matrimony.”  

 

His father was infinitely before the Law of Moses. God’s plan in the book of genesis is for a man and woman 

to join in a permanent union and live as one; it is a beautiful plan. Jews found that a permanent union is not 

possible in all cases, but their solution was sexist and unjust. The book of Deuteronomy, presumed to be 

written by Moses, proclaimed that a wife could be dismissed for “something indecent.” “Something 

indecent” was defined by orthodox rabbis like Rabbi Hammai to be adultery. Reformed rabbis like Rabbi 

Hillel taught that a bad meal was sufficient grounds for “something indecent,” and divorce was permitted.  

 

The Catholic Church teaches from genesis the beauty of matrimony and its permanent nature. The church 

also wisely realized that many folks are too immature at the time of their vow to make a commitment, or go 

to the altar with other serious defect. It teaches that all marriages are not matrimonies; that is, not all are the 

unions god planned. The church recognizes that with these serious flaws at the moment of the vows, there 

was not a matrimony, and uses the word, “annulment,” a decree indicating no matrimony occurred. The 

ability to marry is still possible. Of course, it was a civilly legal marriage and any children are legitimate; a 

civil divorce must precede the annulment process.  

 

In Jesus’ day, only men and no women were permitted to ask for divorce in the unjust laws that viewed 

women as the property of men. Jesus upheld the creator’s intention to the Pharisees that “two should become 

one.” To his disciples he afterwards taught the sanctity of marriage and the evil of adultery for either partner. 

So, he also spoke against the victimization of women.  

 

As we saw in the gospel of two Sundays ago, Jesus used children to illustrate those with low status in ancient 

culture. Today, he repeats the lesson, but adds that the ancient culture’s low status of both children and 

women is reversed in his “other world” view.  

 

While we are on the topic of matrimony, one of the unfortunate results of the clerical culture within the 

church is the lack of married couples listed among the saints. Mother or father founders of religious groups, 

bishops and popes are leading candidates for sainthood.  

 

Pope John Paul ii recognized this and asked for something to be done. The only corrective to this situation, 

of which I am aware, is more humorous than corrective. The resulting correction of the Vatican’s search was 

to find a couple as candidates who had several children and who were, except for one, priests and religious 

sisters. The couples’ holiness, it seems, was that they were a couple who had celibate, God-serving children.  

 

Sometimes, two good people are not good for each other and the union is death dealing, not life-giving. God 

wants life-giving unions.  

 

May I say that my experience is much different? I have found many of you who work for the coming of 

God’s kingdom as married couples in a beautiful and holy way. You, like Jesus in his ministry, do not have 

any guaranteed results for your efforts. All that both Jesus and you hoped for, striven for, prayed to the father 

for, has not worked out as our Lord and you would have liked. Many of your labors bore obvious, good fruit. 

Apparent, not-best results do not take away from your personhood; we give our God our desire; we give God 

our efforts.  

 

I firmly believe that there are many saints among you. I know, too, that you would vehemently deny this. 
Which only makes me smile. If you were to say: “You are absolutely right; how could anyone deny we are 

saints . . . At least I am?” you would have to step off the “saint wagon.” Real saints do not see themselves as 



saints; the name for that is humility.  

 

A final note: curiously, loneliness is the first thing in all creation that Jesus called “not good.” Not so 

curiously, the church initiated celibacy and called it “God’s will.”  

 

For that? God be blessed!  

 
      

Twenty-eighth Sunday in Ordinary Time (October 14, 2012)  
The rich man asks Jesus: “Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus first needs to address 

the word “good” to set his theme. He says that god alone is good. Jesus then presents several commandments 

not as things not to do or to do, but to help form the attitude to recognize God’s goodness, a necessity to 

receive our God. The man thinks of these as “things,” a to-do list.  

 

Keeping the commandments, being physically present at Mass, putting something in the collection, doing the 

things of religion are indicators of the right attitude. They do not make us truly spiritual persons, persons 

with our hearts in the right place.  

 

Hearing that, Jesus told him he lacked only one thing: a spirit that comes from insecurity by not 

accumulating, not possessing. “Go, sell what you have, and give to the poor . . . You will have treasure in 

heaven; then come, follow me.”  

 

In the Hebrew scripture, wealth is generally understood as a blessing of god. It is no wonder that the 

disciples are confused. The metaphor of the camel, the largest animal in Israel, passing through the eye of a 

needle, the smallest hole, only adds to their amazement. They are left to wrestle with the reality that what 

appears as blessing can become hindrance.  

 

Jesus was using a deliberate exaggeration, an hyperbole, to tell in another form what he had taught back in 

chapter eight of this Gospel with his one liner question: what will it profit a person to gain the whole world 

and forfeit their eternal lives?  

 

The camel and the eye of the needle is a catchy phrase. This is not a condemnation of the rich . . . Jesus had 

good friends that had money; after all, he allowed himself to be anointed with expensive oil - which Judas 

criticized until Jesus set him straight. A rich man buried him in the tomb. Mark tells us he loved this rich 

man.  

 

“Catch” is the operative word here. The image of the camel and needle’s eye catch our attention because of 

its impossibility. Jesus hopes that it will then catch our curiosity, our interest - like a lure that the man who 

spoke of “fishers of men” would use -- to catch our hearts, to catch us.  

 

Did Jesus prefer the poor to the rich? Did the poor prefer him? Was it the poor who were most likely to 

believe? The answer to all three questions is “yes”: to initiate what has come to be called Jesus’ “preferential 

option for the poor,” to have the poor preferring him, and to experience the poor as being better disposed to 

believe in him was Jesus’ positive experience. Jesus sees that possessions and the status and power that come 

with them tend to keep people away from God.  

 

With wealth, it is not the money itself that is wrong, but the sense of power and mastery, the sense of 

independence and self-reliance, the “perks” of wealth that we want to have are wrong. I think that this may 

be the most difficult area of Christian behavior. A profound question for us is: how much is enough?  

 
I cannot and would never suggest an answer to “how much is enough?” I have great difficulty advising 

myself about the question. We need to pray thoughtfully as we balance our prudent security and the 

generosity to which we are called.  



 

Mental health pioneer Karl Menninger said, “Money-giving [not just giving, but money-giving] is a good 

criterion of a person’s mental health. [He found that] generous people are rarely mentally ill people.” This is 

true whether you are rich with barns-too-small or a widow with two pennies. Jesus knew, as did Menninger, 

that giving money is the way of being liberated from our bondage to money. A person so liberated can be a 

“cheerful” giver. Something to ponder.  

 

Jesus began with emphasizing the goodness of his father. Jesus makes as his main point that goodness. The 

rich man wants eternal life. Eternal life is a gift flowing freely from the goodness of god. When you and I 

focus on god’s goodness, we realize that goodness in giving flows from God and it inspires us to participate 

in the giving, as did Jesus. We live Jesus. Eternal life begins here.  

 
      

Twenty-ninth Sunday in Ordinary Time (October 21, 2012)  
A young person in church heard that authorities should be servants and thought: “my parents really need to 

hear this!” The parents heard it and thought: “my boss really needs to hear this!: the boss heard it and 

thought: “Our CEO really needs to hear this!” The CEO heard it and thought, “Our pastor really needs to 

hear this!” The pastor heard it and thought, “The bishop really needs to hear this!” How deaf we all can be !  

 

James and john came from some money; they were the sons of Zebedee, who was wealthy enough to hire 

employees for his fishing business. The brothers enjoyed other prestige: they, with peter, formed the inner 

circle of the apostles who were with Jesus at very special times: 

 the three whom Jesus took with him when he raised the daughter of Jairus from death; 

 the three privileged to experience the transfiguration of Jesus; 

 the three who will be present in the garden of Gethsemane. 

Remember earlier, when Jesus [and they] had been rejected by a Samaritan town? They wanted to call down 

fire and brimstone to destroy the town? Jesus must have been shaking his head in stunned disbelief. James 

and john got the only nickname among the apostles: “Boanerges” - “the sons of thunder.” A very human 

moment with Jesus and the twelve. We heard the reaction of the others in today’s gospel.  

 

Today, we hear the pair ask that if Jesus is to get the gold medal, that they stand on the other two pedestals to 

get the silver and bronze; that they sit at his right and left hand in glory. Jesus had just foretold, for the third 

time, his passion and taking up the cross. They talked about climbing up on two pedestals.  

 

Why? Perhaps James and john recalled their presence at Jesus’ glorious transfiguration with Moses and 

Elijah one on each side of him. They could not conceive of Jesus’ future entrance to glory with a thief one on 

each side. Both James and john would later become revered saints; there is hope for us all.  

 

Jesus takes this opportunity to teach a most revolutionary lesson: the place of authority/ power in the 

kingdom of God.  

 

He taught that if one wished to be master, he must serve the rest, not lord it over the rest. The greatest abuse 

of power is to use power for one’s personal advantage. Jesus would wash their feet at the last supper.  

 

Positions of power are troublesome for disciples like you and me. We have bad examples in politics: “public 

servant” has often come to mean one who makes a campaign promise of being a servant before the election 

and acts as a master after the election.  

 

Power can - and often does - turn our heads. “Power corrupts; absolute power corrupts absolutely” Lord 

Acton correctly said. Do you know that he originated the saying when speaking about the papacy? With 



power comes independence. With independence often comes pride. With pride often comes arrogance - 

shown in being deaf to hearing both the voice of Jesus and the cry of the poor.  

 

Perhaps, another hurdle is really appreciating the distinction between being useful and being used? We need 

to know and live the difference, so we become servants to others, not “enablers.”  

 

In being a Christian servant, one avoids coercive power [violence]. We need to make a u-turn on the learning 

curve of “worldly wisdom.” The Christian, alternative power to coercive is persuasive power.  

 

Persuasive is the power Jesus used. Persuasive power is the power of a mother Teresa of Calcutta, the power 

of St. Francis de sales who authored the saying, “you can catch more flies with a teaspoon of honey than 

with a barrel of vinegar.” You can supply your names of people who have influenced you by their persuasive 

power. It is the power of good example, shining example, the “gentle persuasion” of the Quakers.  

 

We have heard it said that we cannot change others; the only one we can change is ourselves. We are 

changed by shining example, the persuasive power of others, especially Jesus. That is what we can offer to 

others.  

 

Everyone knows what it means to be a servant. What we may forget is that it represents our highest calling 

and the meaning of any authority we may have. Without occasional reminders, we so easily forget and act 

like young jimmy and Johnny.  

 
      

Thirtieth Sunday in Ordinary Time (October 28, 2012)  
Today, we hear mark’s account of Jesus’ last healing miracle before he goes to his suffering and death in 

Jerusalem. It took place in suburban Jericho, a city located in the Jordan River valley near the lowest point 

on planet earth, almost 800 feet below sea level.Jericho is only 15 miles from Jerusalem, which is located in 

the Judean high country. That is why the Gospel always speaks of “going up to Jerusalem” --- from any 

direction.  

 

As Jesus begins his long, uphill trek to Jerusalem, a blind beggar is sitting by the roadside. The beggar is a 

man of desperate desire. His name is Bartimaeus. Why are we told his name? We are not told the names of 

the man with the unclean spirit, the paralytic lowered thru the roof, or even peter’s mother-in-law.  

 

Bartimaeus knew what he wanted. He calls out. “Jesus, son of David, have mercy on me.” “Many” try to 

hush him. “Gatekeepers around some people existed in Jesus’ day as well as our own. Jesus calls for him and 

cures him. Jesus tells him: “Go your way.” Why is Bartimaeus the only name we have of a person Jesus 

healed in this Gospel? Let us see.  

 

Well, he calls Jesus by his given name, Jesus. Unique. He calls Jesus “son of David” - a messianic title, Jesus 

interprets this heartfelt, personal greeting as faith and tells him, “Your faith has saved you.”  

 

Mark tells us that Bartimaeus “followed [Jesus] on his way, mark’s way of saying he became Jesus’ 

disciple. Another first: Bartimaeus is the only example in all the gospels of a cured person becoming a 

disciple. The others went home in awe to begin a new life of health with their loved ones. We do not blame 

them for going back. But, the decision to go forward, toward someone completely new and virtually 

unknown is Bartimaeus’ daring choice.  

 

A simple story, yet it is singular in many ways. Unlike last week’s gospel where James and john wanted 

glory alongside Jesus, Bartimaeus wants mercy and calls Jesus “master,” a word that disciples use to address 
their teacher and follow him.  

 

Jesus did not come primarily to heal the physically blind, but to facilitate spiritual insight. Jesus often used 



physical blindness as a metaphor for spiritual blindness as when he called the Pharisees, “blind guides.”  

 

As a curious aside, in an interview, Ray Charles said that if God offered him his sight back, he wouldn’t take 

it. Why? Because, he said, “sometimes beautiful people are not packaged very beautifully. But you don’t 

know this when you are blind. When one of my children crawls onto my lap if I could see, I would probably 

see dirt on his clothes or shoes. And I would probably say, “Go clean your clothes before you crawl onto my 

lap, but I don’t see my child as cleaned up or not cleaned up. I only feel my child as ninety pounds of 

love.” Ray Charles may have physical blindness, but here enjoys spiritual, 20/20 insight.  

 

The blind can’t form first impressions by eyeballing. The physically blind are not deceived by what sighted 

people think they see.Perhaps we need to ask, “ Who is really blind, after all? Sometimes we rely so much on 

physical sight that we tend to see only the surface of things. Reality can be so different from appearance.  

 

Each of us is blind in some respect. We may not see from the heart into the heart. Francis de sales said so 

well: “ Lips speak only to ears; hearts speak to hearts.” Let us look into our hearts, try to be open and ask 

Jesus to heal our blindness for the hearts of others.  

 

Bartimaeus was probably still present when the story was told in the early church. How else would they 

remember his name by the time this gospel was written? Bartimaeus is a Christian hero. We can wonder why 

there are not statues of him in churches that have statues?  

 

Those 15 miles, uphill, must have been easy for Bartimaeus after his more significant, inward journey. Let’s 

revel in his journey within and join him in renewed faith, gratitude, and loyalty to our sight-giving Jesus. 

 

 

 
      

Thirty-first Sunday in Ordinary Time (November 4, 2012)  
One of the interesting facets of communication is that the same words mean different things to different 

people. “Law” is such a word. To a thief, “the law” is the enemy, the police. To an unscrupulous lawyer, it is 

a script that somewhere contains a loophole to win a case. To a dedicated attorney, it is an instrument of 

civilization that makes decent living possible and good. To most of us it is generally good; we try to follow 

it. Otherwise we are in trouble.  

 

There are two types of law:  

 

“a”     describes the way things should be. These man-made directives tell us how to behave in order to live 

decently; for example, driving on the right, not the left, observing traffic signals. “Type a” law carries civil 

penalties for non-observance. If we speed, drive on the left, we are liable to get a ticket.  

 

“b”     describes the way things are. They are not man-made. God made them; for example, the law of 

gravity, simply put: things fall down, not up. Isaak Newton did not decide it was good. It simply is. “Type b” 

does not carry a legal penalty for non-observance, but imposes penalties for not living in this real world 

governed by “type b” laws. If you walk off the roof, you do not get a ticket; you get broken bones, at least.  

 

Today, many people do not respect “type b” laws. Many hold life to be cheap, not precious and we pay the 

price for little enforcement and much foolishness. It is like walking off a roof.  

 

The first and the gospel readings describe the children of Israel migrating from Egypt to the Promised Land. 

There is much “type a” law. “the law” helped shape the corporate identity of the Jewish people at a new 

level. It gave them a sense of belonging and assisted them in their evolution as god’s people.  

 



For the people of Israel – and for us – as Jesus tells us, there is also “type b” law. It tells us how we must 

behave to keep in touch with reality - to keep from walking off the roof. Chapter 6 of Deuteronomy speaks of 

“type b” law. If you want to live well, you have to be in a love relationship with god, not because God will 

get angry and penalize you otherwise, but because your life simply will not work. Refusing to be in love with 

god is not a “type a” sin with possible punishment; it is self-destruction -- like walking off the roof.  

 

The Law of Moses contained 613 separate laws. There was an ongoing controversy as to which was the most 

important. Jesus cites the text from Deuteronomy - about love for god - and adds one from Leviticus [19:18] 

about the love for our neighbor. In these two verses, Jesus proclaims “type b” law, the law of god about the 

kingdom of god to which we all aspire. It makes sense of everything. If we are really in a love relationship 

with god, it follows that we will also be in a love relationship with our neighbor. Then, our lives will fall into 

place. We will be living in the real world, god’s real world that the father created and intended.  

 

As the foundation of all laws, there stand these two great “type b “ commandments of reality: love for god, 

love for neighbor. It is easier to follow the directions when we want to go where the directions are intended 

to lead us.  

 

Perhaps the distinction we make in English between “being in love” and “loving” helps us to understand the 

importance. Simply to love someone is not enough for two people to be in the closest of earthly 

relationships, marriage. The couple needs to be “in love” with each other for marriage to reach its potential. 

So it is with our god and neighbor. It is the relationship of being “in love” to which our lord calls us.  

 

Life gets it’s meaning, not from “type a” legislation, like traffic signals, man-made “shoulds,” but from God. 

God designed life so that things “are” that way.  

 

If we do not have “being in love” as the foundation we will try to make law be what it was never intended to 

be: a task, another bunch of rules. If we think that if we follow laws to the end of our lives and then have 

“earned” something from god, that god “owes” us, we are foolish.  

 

“Type a” observance was precisely the kind of observance Jesus spent much of his time preaching against. 

“Measuring” is not reality. It does not compare with being loved and being in love with our god. Being loved 

and being in love is the heart of our very existence.  

 
      

Thirty-second Sunday in Ordinary Time (November 11, 2012)  
Today’s scripture readings feature two widows. Both are non-Christian. Both were insignificant because they 

have three strikes against them: they are women; they are poor; they have no man to protect them. Both get 

help from above. Both became very significant. Both have something to say to us.  

 

There is first the widow who shows hospitality to a stranger who is actually the Jewish prophet, Elijah. She 

receives an unexpected reward during a famine: her food jar and jug remain with food enough for all three 

for the next year.  

 

In the gospel, Jesus is sitting opposite beautiful gate in the temple courtyard, perhaps resting after his recent 

encounter in the court of the gentiles.  

 

Jesus watches the people giving to the treasury of the temple. This support of the priests and temple 

ministries was a required and meaningful participation in the religious life of Israel.  

 

The wealthy gave large sums of money. They were richly blessed. Jesus was pleased to see them do so.  
 

Then, a Jewish widow walks up to one of the thirteen trumpet-shaped collection containers in the court of 

women. She puts in two leptons, the smallest of all coins. Significant! She does not keep one for herself; she 



threw in both.  

 

When she threw in her coins, they must have seemed like a small gift to anyone who was watching. But, she 

gave everything - even her security. She had somewhere learned that the experience of the goodness and the 

generosity of God makes our goodness and generosity possible. She trusts her tradition and offers all - 

placing herself in God’s mercy.  

 

Jesus, seeing her, must have been brought to his feet with excitement. He praises her -- and brings me to 

shame every time i hear this story  

 

God’s criterion for generosity differs from the world’s, as we learn in today’s readings. God wants more than 

our money. God wants our hearts. Our giving is motivitated by gratitude to God for what we have; 

recognition of the fact that all things really belong to God, and realization that giving is the living out of 

love.  

 

God is not primarily interested in the amount we give to support his work. God is interested in the priority of 

our giving. Do we give to god the first fruits of our abundance, or do we give god only what is left after we 

have taken good care of ourselves? Giving first to him recognizes that we also trust him to provide for our 

needs.  

 

God has good ears. He does not hear the sound of paper in the giving as loudly as he hears the paper that still 

rustles in our wallets.  

 

Here are the stories of two widows - both willing to give everything and live in hope for what may come. 

This is possible only for folks who deeply appreciate god’s goodness and love for us.  

 

Probably, the generous widows in today’s readings began with small acts of generosity. The act of generosity 

is the seed that produces the fruit, the virtue of generosity. Our Lord applauds generosity and their stories are 

retold two thousand years later.  

 

The widow foreshadows Jesus’ self-giving at a most timely moment. She offered him encouragement as he 

approached the offering of his own life on the cross within that very week.  

 
      

Thirty-third Sunday in Ordinary Time (November 18, 2012)  
A curious thing about different faith expressions’ reading the bible is that different denominations strongly 

adhere to different themes.Today’s readings present a good example.  

 

Some evangelicals plug deeply into “end of the world” theology - properly called “apocalyptic” – the name 

given this “end time” writing form. These are the people who are often portrayed in cartoons carrying 

signs: repent: the end is near. They attempt to compute precisely when the world will end -- and then revise 

their predictions when their predicted time passes, and we are all still here. The most famous was in 1999 

waiting for - to use an old term, Y2K; ‘Millennium frenzy” was rampant. Because of computer failure, some 

expected planes falling from the sky at the stroke of midnight.  

 

Others believe - or act as if they believe - that either the world will never end, at least not in their lifetime - or 

they act as if they are never going to die. Some seem to think that there are no eventual consequences for 

what they do, or fail to do.  

 

Achieving a sense of balance is as necessary in bible reading as it is in tightrope walking. What is the 
balanced view? Mark tells us in this “little apocalypse,” that even Jesus did not know when the end of the 

world would happen. We cannot let the distortion of some shape our spiritual views. Date setting is an 

exercise in futility.  



 

Throughout his short Gospel, Mark portrays Jesus as a man of action, not words. There are few 

teachings. Today’s Gospel is Jesus’only extended talk presented in Mark’s Gospel.  

 

Today’s readings are a reminder of something that is a certain reality, our personal death and judgment. The 

time of our demise is unknown and often unexpected. St. Francis de sales wisely said that our death usually 

comes earlier than we expect.  

 

We need to realize and acknowledge our own mortality! This is not being maudlin, it is facing reality. While 

the end of the world may or not take place in our lifetime, our personal end surely will. Pope john 23 said it 

so well: “ I keep my bags packed.“ That implies: first, we know we will be going on a trip. Second, we do 

not know our departure time. The simple and clear spiritual implication is that we need to express our 

spiritual readiness by living our Catholic-Christian life all the time. Jesus’ words are meant to cause us to be 

watchful in an ongoing way.  

 

Our father loves us with an everlasting love; today’s readings invite us to plug our “rechargeable power 

pack” of spirit into our source, Jesus’ transforming love.  

 

An image of his transforming love is captured in the life of the caterpillar. The caterpillar inexorably spins its 

cocoon and later emerges as a butterfly. If we are to become the changed persons that the lord calls us to 

become, we must allow ourselves to be transformed.Eucharist is his greatest gift of transportation to him - at 

least once a week. We need to let his presence transform our presence. That is grace.  

 

Eucharist is transforming only if we cooperate. St. Francis de Sales suggested that when the celebration of 

mass is ended, we should heed the “sending forth” by the priest or deacon and carry his presence in Eucharist 

within us out of church as if carrying a vessel filled with liquid, with one eye on who we are carrying and the 

other eye on where we are going. Francis thus provides an image of being conscious of our living Jesus when 

mass ends. We carry his Eucharistic presence with us as we move into our personal worlds.  

 

In living this mystery, we have no fear of his second coming or our personal encounter when we go to him --

- whenever that will be.  

 
      

CHRIST THE KING (November 25, 2012)  
Today’s feast, Christ the king, dates back only to 1925. It was established by Pope Pius xi. It contradicts a 

title that Jesus generally rejected in his day. The feast of Christ the king’s origin is regarded as an attempt to 

compensate with a royal title after an earlier claim of papal infallibility following the loss of face stemming 

from losing the papal states in Italy some years earlier.  

 

As Americans, we may have difficulty with the word “king.” We became a nation because we revolted 

against a king and a kingdom.  

 

Yet, some of our religious practices are courtly, we bow our heads in church. Some genuflect - an ancient 

sign of respect for royalty.The newer way of receiving our lord in the hand (which is not newer but older) 

recalls the words of Cyril of Jerusalem to newly baptized: “make your left hand a throne for the right, for it is 

about to receive a king.” [Mystagogia lecture v, 21]  

 

On this last Sunday of ordinary time, the lectionary departs from the final year b gospel of mark to hear 

john’s account of Jesus before Pilate. It is Jesus’ only direct encounter with political power.  

 
It is so ironic that Jesus was arrested on the charge of being a political insurrectionist - which is what some 

Jews wanted him to be. He rejected that title at every turn, and now he is accused of being just that.  

 



Later, Pilate will place the inscription atop the cross: “Jesus the Nazorean, king of the Jews.” Still later, 

Pilate refused to change it or take it down.  

 

The accusers of Jesus are outside the court; Jesus is inside. Pilate physically goes back and forth - 

appropriate for the way he vacillates.Jesus’ speaking with the Jews has become futile. Now, he speaks only 

with Pilate, who might possibly listen.  

 

Pilate, the interrogator asks four questions, all aimed at establishing the true identity of Jesus. Pilate’s issue is 

contained in the first question to Jesus, “are you the king of the Jews?” John is using his favorite device, 

“misunderstanding,” to expose the two different levels of the exchange. Pilate wants to know what political 

rights Jesus is claiming for himself. Jesus, on the other hand, is speaking of the spiritual reality, which has 

absolutely nothing to do with Pilate’s political power.  

 

If anything, Jesus’ kingship redefines the very nature of what it means to be a leader. Jesus’ authority comes 

from god, and his leadership is exercised through self-giving service - motivated by love. He makes some 

powerful enemies along the way. His ultimate act will be to die on the cross for his unwavering dedication to 

his message.  

 

The contrast between these two “powers” increases as a wary Pilate, seeking to make Jesus deny or affirm he 

is king of the Jews, fails to grasp the real meaning of “my kingdom does not belong to this world.” Pilate the 

politician sees only the earthly, the political. Jesus tries to lead Pilate to see at another level, where not 

politics, but the truth of God in Jesus resides. Pilate has the power of life and death; Jesus has the real 

authority. The difference between power and authority is made clear in G. K. Chesterton’s humorous remark: 

“if a rhinoceros were to enter this room there would be no denying he had power, but I would rise and assure 

him he had no authority.”  

 

When one listens to Jesus’ words, one thereby allows Jesus to rule our hearts. If we do not like the word “ 

king,” we may substitute #1,‘the’ one in our hearts. Whatever expression conveys that. More than any-thing, 

more than any relationship: mother, father and spouse, even children - our prime relationship must first be 

with God.  

 

That is the truth that Jesus invited Pilate to acknowledge. It was Pilate’s great opportunity to discover 

truth. Harvard university had as its original motto: “veritas christo et ecclesiae [truth - for Christ and 

church.] In the dark of some night, Harvard’s motto was shortened to simply “VERITAS”, “truth.” And we 

thought Pontius Pilate was dead - and “season’s greetings” in place of “Merry Christmas” was a novel 

change!  

 

Christ’s rule in our heart is the truth that the church reminds us to recognize on this feast: the special prayers, 

the special preface where we proclaim Jesus as king of truth and life, king of holiness & good, king of 

justice, love and peace.  

 

With this feast, the liturgical year comes to a close. We look toward next Sunday when we celebrate the 

liturgical New Year’s Day.  

 
      

FIRST SUNDAY OF ADVENT (December 2, 2012)  
Today, the beginning of the church year suggests New Year’s resolutions as we begin the season of 

Advent. The point of this homily is to suggest a growth area that will strengthen the vigilance to which the 

gospel calls us.  

 
Nathaniel Branden, the bestselling author of The Psychology of Self-esteem spoke at a men’s conference. He 

chose for his topic: “Six pillars of self-esteem.”  

 



One of the pillars is self-responsibility. When Branden is working with clients, he stresses the fact: nothing 

will improve unless we take responsibility for our own thoughts, our own feelings, and our own actions.  

 

To focus attention on the importance of assuming responsibility, he uses the phrase: no one is coming to 

encourage clients to take hold of what is happening in our lives. The cavalry is not going to come over the 

hill. No one is coming is a framed poster on his office wall. One time, a satisfied client objected: “You 

came.” “Correct,” said Branden. “But I came to tell you no one is coming.”  

 

This echoes the saying in divorce support groups about their painful situation: “You can’t go under 

it; you can’t go over it; you can’t go around it; you have to go through it.”  

 

The first day of Advent reminds us that advent means arrival/ coming. It seems strange to say today, no one 
is coming?  

 

Prayer does not mean that we expect Jesus to come like a genie out of a bottle to cure our illness, to help us 

get a job, to get us straight “A’s”, to change the people we live with or deal with the outside.  

 

We pray for great miracles. Great miracles are relatively rare. The truth is that when we pray earnestly, 

healthily, and often, it isn’t the situation that changes: we are the ones who change.  

 

If I were to discover that I have cancer, I would pray that I would be cured. But, I know that the answer of 

my God to all prayer is not “yes.” So, I pray with that in mind. I take responsibility for the appropriate 

procedures. And, in the event that I am not recovering, I put my affairs in good order, and anticipate the joy 

to come. I change  

 

An alternative is to get angry with God because he did not do what I wanted him to do when I prayed or, get 

angry with others who should have cured me. I can then turn my head to the wall, away from God, saying 

that God doesn’t listen, that God doubtfully exists, and die in noisy or quiet despair. That is not love.  

 

Do I waste time playing the “blame game”? Do I accuse my family for being dysfunctional? Blame my 

church for being dysfunctional? Point my finger at someone else for my misery and wallow in my plight of 

being a victim? Or, do I recognize them for what they are, but do not allow them to paralyze me or lead me 

to despair? I learn do what I can with what I’ve got.  

 

What about my responsibility in my situations of conflict? It is important not to wait passively for the lord to 

come to get me justice, but to take responsibility. I may need to confront someone in a healthy, Christian 

way. God calls me to do my part, to be assertive, thinking: “You are not going to ruin my day.”  

 
      

SECOND SUNDAY OF ADVENT (December 9, 2012)  
John the baptizer enters the readings on the Second Sunday in Advent. John’s baptism was not a “sacrament” 

as was ours, but is key to our understanding of being born again. The water of baptism is connected to two 

theories. In one, the water “washes away” our sins. In the second, the water represents the water of the 

womb. We, as it were, are re-submerged, die to our past life, and emerge into a new life. This is rooted in 

John’s Gospel: “How can a man be born again once he is old?” retorted Nicodemus. “Can he return to his 

mother’s womb and be born over again?” Jesus replied: “I solemnly assure you, no one can enter into God’s 

kingdom without being begotten of water and spirit.”  

 

Neither the washing nor the drowning explanation of baptism deals with the inner process that is involved in 

the change of heart. John Shea, the well-known theologian and storyteller, offers a deeper explanation, and I 
want to share his wonderful thoughts with you.  

 

John the baptizer saw himself in the role of a road builder. He wanted to take crooked sections and make 



them straight, fill in the low parts, the valleys, remove the peaks of the hills and mountains. What does that 

mean? He wanted to clear the way for the Lord to approach us.  

 

The word “metanoia” is already a familiar, Greek word to us. Metanoia means, as we know, “beyond or 

beneath the mind.” Metanoia, going beyond or beneath the mind, indicates that our part is to get out of what 

AA would call “stinking thinking.” What is the thinking involved? The thinking is our experience “of our 

mind. We like to think that we are in control of it, but we well know from experience how distracted we can 

be when we try to concentrate. It is so annoying, so often!  

 

Part of the material for our mind-distracting experience is having been sinned-against, from back in the day 

when we were very young and introduced to sin. In the beginning, we were innocent, a clean slate; then, 

some hit us, or were mean to us, were sarcastic to us, cheated. We learned to protect ourselves. We were, 

perhaps, even told, “to hit back.” We quickly learned to have a payback for a mean-spirited remark. Perhaps, 

we cheated, so that some cheater did not get ahead of us dishonestly in class. With the passing of the years, 

many came to see that cycle as part of their identity. “Stinking thinking.” They think that is really who they 

are.  

 

An attitude of being offended and offending back is one we may have tenaciously held on to. It may be one 

that we project on God.That is where the word “metanoia” comes in. This way of thinking is a huge obstacle 

to our lord’s approaching us. We well know that we have been wronged – and we also know that we have 

done wrong. We may see Jesus not as “he who is to come” into our lives, but, as the one whom my sin keeps 

away. Like Peter, we may say, almost unconsciously, “Go away from me, lord, for I am a sinful man.”  

 

If we recognize that that is the way that our mind works, we are well on the way to wholeness, to healing. It 

is a big part of what we call “the human condition.” We have a real metanoia; we can move beyond this 

wrong-headed thinking, and focus on the unconditional forgiveness God offers each of us. When we are able 

to break through our mindset, forgiveness follows. Let’s look at this statement more closely.  

 

God’s forgiveness opens our hearts to see that the mind, clinging to the vicious cycle of “being offended – 

offend” is broken by the assimilation of the fact of God’s unconditional forgiveness. We also finally 

understand why Jesus insists so strongly on “not hitting back,” but letting go of an offense. I recall the words 

of Dan Berrigan one day in class when he spoke of being hit – and not hitting back, but of absorbing the 

violence. If we absorb the violence, the violence ceases right then and there. If we hit back, we double that 

violence in the world. It took me years to appreciate that.  

 

It helps me understand how the “prostitutes and sinners” were so readily accepted by and accepting of Jesus; 

their wrongdoing was not so deeply embedded in their hearts; it was right out there for all to see.  

 

In appreciating our metanoia, we are enabled to hear and appreciate words similar to the words that Jesus 

heard: “You are my beloved child.” It gives us the courage to pray with early Christians that advent mantra: 

“Come, Lord, Jesus.”  

 
      

THIRD SUNDAY OF ADVENT (December 16, 2012)  
Religion does not enjoy the popularity of spirituality in our day in this part of the United States. Religion and 

spirituality were so united, here, some years ago. I am sure religion will regain popularity. It has to. Here is 

why.  

 

It all starts with a spiritual happening: I would like to choose one happening from Jesus’ life and one from 

today’s Gospel to make my point. On one day in jess’ life, he took Peter, James, and John up on a mountain 
and, an unforgettable religious experience occurred.Jesus shone brilliantly and spoke with the long-dead 

Moses and Elijah. We know this as the “transfiguration.” The three apostles experienced the awesomeness of 

Jesus. They concluded: “Jesus is awesome.” A creed-belief was born.  



 

Immediately following this wondrous experience, peter impulsively said, “Let’s build three tents. The 

need to do something after such seems innate in us. ‘What should we do?’ is the question after this 

experience. Code was born.  

 

Before they descended the mountain, the apostles were hot to tell the world about it, celebrate, and proclaim 

this Good News.Celebration is cult or ritual, a need to memorialize the spiritual experience. Jesus told them 

to keep quiet. Later. The need for cult or ritual for this experience was born.  

 

Creed, code, and cult are the three markers in comparative religion courses for each religion studied: what do 

they believe? Creed.What should they do because they believe? Code. And how they will celebrate? Cult/ 

ritual. The various religions are identified in this way.  

 

John the baptizer was a charismatic character: strange clothes, stranger diet, and a challenging message – 

“repent.” He was not effective because he came on strong, but because the people who saw john were 

inspired: they knew the truth when they heard it; the man who spoke it was courageous.  

 

People in his day experienced his ‘wild-man’ appearance and his message of repentance, his creed. As we 

heard in today’s Gospel, John personalized what a tax collector and a Roman soldier should do when they 

asked him. Code. Did you notice the two people who asked were especially tough customers: a tax collector, 

a person despised by fellow Jews and a roman soldier, a non-Jew, a member of the hated, occupying army of 

Rome.  

 

Different people, after having experienced a man who spoke the truth and courageously spoke out, were 

motivated. His was a courage that eventually led to his execution – as would the truth and courage of Jesus 

later lead to his execution.  

 

Three different kinds of people in this reading asked the same question after their creedal acceptance of 

him. They wanted to know what they should we do? The religious question of code invariably follows the 

religious acceptance of creed. John, like a good counselor, did not give them a lengthy or detailed “life-

improvement program.” He did not command them to give up being tax collectors or soldiers; his advice was 

simple. He gave each a specific task for a starter - something appropriate for each person’s work.  

 

John himself determined the ritual / celebration of a baptism of repentance – an immersion in water, a sign of 

drowning and rising to a new life. A new beginning: Jesus would build on this as John predicted.  

 

We see creed, code, and cult as “markers” in our day just as they were in John’s and Jesus’ day. We accept 

Jesus’ revelation that “god is love” as our fundamental creed. Jesus provided the code that follows from this 

creed: his two great commandments: “Love God back, and love your neighbor as yourself.” Jesus 

provided the celebration of our union of love with our god and neighbor: our cult / ritual, the Eucharist. Here 

we celebrate his gifts of himself in his word to us and our communion with him we call “holy” - in this space 

where we have communion with one another and mutual support.  

 

Jesus himself gifts us with the truth that real religion and our spirituality are one and the same as we clear the 

way for to appreciate him in our hearts more and more deeply when he approaches us.  

 
      

FOURTH SUNDAY OF ADVENT (December 23, 2012)  
On the cover of an issue of TIME MAGAZINE, a beautiful, dark-eyed toddler rides on her big sisters 

shoulders. Marissa Ayala was conceived in the hope of being a tissue match; only a bone marrow transplant 
could save the life of her elder sister from leukemia  

 

Marissa did not offer to come into this world to experience the pain of surgery for another. There is no doubt 



why Marissa was conceived: she is a “b.r.v.” - a “biological re-supply vehicle.” If there is no match, the plan 

was to abort and try again.  

 

In today’s Gospel, we hear of two pregnancies. We hear in the second reading: “you… prepared a body for 

me… here I am; I have come to do your will, O God.”  

 

There is no doubt why Jesus was conceived either. This infant Jesus was conceived not for saving one life, 

but for saving millions of his brothers and sisters by showing them how to live, what it means to be fully 

human and fully alive.  

 

We may tend our sorrows, silently and in private, but good news aches to be shared with one who will 

rejoice with us. Jesus is good news, and Mary hastens to share her good news with her cousin, Elizabeth.  

 

Elizabeth responds in a way that surely exceeded Mary’s expectation. Before Mary says hello, Elizabeth 

asks, “Who am that the mother of my Lord should come to me?” There are few words recorded from this 

meeting. Those who look for scripture sources speaking against abortion often cite Elizabeth’s calling Mary 

“mother of my Lord” so soon after the annunciation. Both Elizabeth and Mary recognize each other’s place 

in God’s plan of salvation and together they share the joy that comes from that knowledge.  

 

Before we celebrate Christmas, we need to stop and remind ourselves who this baby is: 

 Truly human - fragile flesh that develops understanding as he increases in wisdom and age and 

grace, just as we have done; 

 Truly divine - stripped of glory to dwell in our midst and show us the way. 

He is, in the prophetic words of the first reading, peace. He is not judgment, not condemnation, not 

vindication of our ways over others’, but an offer of peace when we are rooted in him. Peace among all 

peoples, all families, all friends.  

 

Jesus has taken flesh, not only in Mary’s womb, but also in our own selves. We carry him with us and we - 

male and female - give birth to him in a world which questions whether Jesus and many an expected child is 

really good news.  

 

If we really believe that this pregnancy, Mary’s and ours, is good news, can we keep it secret any less than 

Mary? Shall we let anyone who will listen know that the child who has taken flesh in us is god’s own? That 

the child born to give life to all our brothers and sisters, is peace for our troubled world?  

 

This morning we gather at this table for a life-saving ‘transplant.’ Here, Jesus gives us his word and gives us 

his body and blood as real food. Here, we, in turn, become his body to go forth from our celebration and give 

life to the world that hungers for him - even when they do not realize it.  

 

When and if the opportunity presents itself -- as when we hear the politically correct “happy holiday” instead 

of “Merry Christmas” -- will we acknowledge Jesus as the reason for the season? Let’s not miss the 

opportunity.  

 
      

CHRISTMAS (December 25, 2012)  
Christmas is perhaps the event that is best remembered from our childhood. For some, childhood is recent; 

for others of us, it has been a long time.  

 

We remember our Christmases past. Each of us has different memories of celebration, unique to 

ourselves. We always went to mass on Christmas morning. I recall never being allowed to look at or open 



Christmas gifts until after mass. Jesus had to come first since Jesus was the reason for the season. It was 

painful then, but I got the message.  

 

There are a lot of warm fuzzies connected with our individual recollections of Christmas past. We bring past 

memories into the present as a computer stores bits and bites and brings then together.  

 

Sharpening our collective memories as Christians is exactly what the Gospel for today celebrates. The 

Gospel records that the birth of Jesus came at a precise time and at a particular moment in history:  

 

“In those days, a decree went out from Caesar Augustus, when Quirinius was governor of Syria.” This time 

was not “once upon a time” as in a fairy tale or a Santa story might begin, but a moment in real time - an 

attempt by the first Christians to nail the event in time. This event marks the primary division in history: 

before Christ and after Christ, “a.d.” anno domini, in the year of Our Lord. Or, in the new reasoning, 

“c.e.,” the Common Era.  

 

The birth of Jesus took place in a real place. It did not take place in never-never land or the Land of Oz.  

 

“They [Mary and Joseph] went up from Galilee from the town of Nazareth to Judea, to the city of David that 

is called Bethlehem.” A real place where real people lived and died.  

 

This day commemorates a real event. God loves us human beings so much that God gave of himself. He sent 

one called “Jesus” to show us how to become God-like. To quote Ignatius of Antioch, one of the earliest 

bishops: “God became man, so that man might become God.”  

 

As we celebrate Christmas, we need to stop and reflect on this reality on a day on which many act as if it 

were everyone’s birthday, but Jesus. It is well said: “the unreflective life is not worth living.” Jesus is 

Emmanuel – “God with us.” Let’s never forget. Let’s Live Jesus.  

 
      

HOLY FAMILY (DECEMBER 30, 2012)  
How fast things can, at times, go downhill. Joseph, Mary and Jesus travelled to Jerusalem for the high holy 

days with their extended family. It must have been very exciting to be in Jerusalem at Passover with about 

two million other visitors. How panic-stricken must Joseph and Mary have been when they realized that their 

adolescent son, Jesus, was not travelling home with them? We can only imagine the terror that gripped them. 

No blame game was recorded; they returned to Jerusalem on a desperate mission: find their son.  

 

They find him in the temple. They realize, at some level, that Jesus must be about his father’s work in this 

one glimpse of Jesus just before he becomes a teenager, and how his parents react. It is a glimpse of the 

second holy family in action. The original holy family is the trinity: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – a love 

relationship from all eternity. Did you notice the names the trinity picked were family relationship titles to 

reveal themselves: parent, son / brother, and mysterious spirit?  

 

We cannot explain the workings of Joseph, Mary, and Jesus in their unique family, but we can draw helpful 

parallels to our own family. Joseph was the breadwinner. It could not have been an easy task because Mary 

and Joseph almost immediately became refugees in a foreign land, Egypt, in their early years when they did 

not speak the language. They stayed in Egypt until Herod died and they could safely return home to Nazareth 

in Galilee.  

 

At times, they, like us, had to make difficult choices. I’m sure every parent here can identify with having a 

missing child – even if for only a few seconds. After Jesus was crucified, many years later, Mary had the 
terrible experience of holding her dead, bloody son in her arms – in the next to last chapter of her life.  

 

You adolescents can identify with the young Jesus who wants to do something, but his parents say, “Not yet; 



 

you are not old enough.” Jesus experienced the disappointment in being “dragged away” from the temple 

where he wanted to be and must have felt annoyed and misunderstood.  

 

Our family is a great place of discovery. Most of us have had good experience in being nurtured in the womb 

of the family: 

 it is the place where we experience the forming of our self-identity 

 it is the place where we experience self-esteem, a sense of our own worth 

 it is the place where we experience what “belonging” means 

 it is the place where we experience love and learn compassion for others 

 it is the place where we learn the absolute necessity of respect for ourselves, for all others, for 

property, for the material world we live in 

 it is the place where, hopefully, we learn those three important phrases in communication; “I was 

wrong,” “ I’m sorry,” please, forgive me.” 

 it is the place where we are first introduced to God 

Every one of us in church this day did not have all the good experience just described. If we did not, we have 

experienced families outside our own that have provided sources of learning for us. Let us never wallow in 

self-pity for not having been born into the perfect family; it doesn’t exist.  

 

We pray this morning that the lessons we learned before kindergarten, during kindergarten and thereafter 

will be revisited with gratitude. May we question ourselves about our subsequent choices and how we may 

correct our bad ones.  

 
  


