
    

Mary, Mother of God (January 1, 2014)  
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 of the Lord (January 5, 2014)  
Kenneth Woodward, the longtime religion editor for Newsweek magazine says that there are some words that 

are unmistakably Catholic: 

Missalette - strictly catholic 

Ejaculation – claims he says that Catholics are the only ones who use the word in polite conversation without 

batting an eye. 

Epiphany - manifestation or showing. 

Epiphany is the second part of Christmas time. The time for gift giving in a large part of the world. To 

celebrate December 25 only, is shortsighted; it is only half the Christmas story. Perhaps we need to ask 

ourselves: 

Do we tend to stop at the story of Christmas with baby Jesus? 

Do we move beyond the crib, to the second part? 

The Epiphany is manifestation of the good news of God’s love. It involves the search of the magi. (Magi-

cians, astrologers are better words than kings.) The scribes had the information, but didn’t use it. Because of 

the dullness or hardness of their hearts they ignored, “And you, Bethlehem of the tribe of Judah, a savior will 

arise from you.”  

 

Herod got the information and used it - for his own self-interest - to stay in power. The magi did not know 

truth, the meaning of life; they had to look for it. They became curious about a star and they followed it. They 

did not know where it would lead. Wisely, they sought advice from the scribes, the experts. The magi took the 

information and did use it. The magi were risk takers. They were willing to broaden their horizons.  

 

To find the Lord, we need to seek him as the magi who successfully sought and found him. We do not find 

god in the book of the scriptures, alone. We find meaning to life by seeing our life experiences in the light of 

those words. We experience a true epiphany in our lives each time we do this.  

 

Epiphany is about the trials of a journey, about the generosity of bringing gifts, but above all, as an 

overarching presence: it is about finding and accepting Jesus as the center of our life.  

 

We speak of shepherds and wise men often in the same breath. They are the outer circles in our Christmas 

crèches; there is, at the center, Jesus in the manger, then Mary and Joseph forming the inner circle. Then, the 

shepherds and various animals; finally, the wise men.  

 

We have already heard how Mary and Joseph got there. Shepherds had it easy. The directions were excellent. 

The light was bright. The journey was short. The music was great! The magi – as well as ourselves - have it 

tougher.  

 

There is plenty of confusion. We are very often in the dark. Sometimes, we, like the whole venture, appear 

foolish. Sometimes there is danger. Some people whom we would like to please will think we are crazy. 

Ironically, we think we are searching; but god, we are told, is actually reaching out to us; we are just 

responding.  

 

The wise men reached their goal, Jesus, at the center. The starlight may have been poor, but it was enough to 

get them there. Our way may not always be clear; other lights shine brightly in competition. But finding our 

way always has to do with seeking Jesus; and we always have enough light because Jesus is the light of the 

world. He is always manifest in the gospel of Matthew which we just read, gifts are a way of expressing, 

giving ourselves to Christ.  

 

Gold symbolizes deep respect. Our presence at mass is an expression of that gift. Frankensence represents a 

caring, fragrant presence to others. Myrrh was used for embalming and symbolizes the faith that goes beyond 

death. Faith is what underpins our gifts. A legend says that Casmir, Melchior, Balthazar travelled proclaiming 



Jesus’ kingship to Cologne in Germany. In the cathedral that dominates that city, there are their reputed tombs 

behind the main altar.  

 

It is our respect, our caring and our faith that we bring to our Lord. Only in respecting and loving our lord 

are we able to enter the stable. Then, we who have found Jesus have the wonderful task of manifesting him to 

those whose lives we touch, of continuing the epiphany to the ends of the world.  

 
      

BAPTISM OF OUR LORD (January 12, 2014)  
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: 

That would mean that to raise a child religiously neutral is 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 

as ordinary people living as extraordinary Catholic Christians.  

 
      

Second Sunday in Ordinary Time (January 19, 2014)  
Some folks claim that president Jimmy Carter is the best “former president” we have ever had. He travelled 

the world to try to bring peaceful solutions to international trouble spots, and tried to ensure fair elections in 

foreign lands. He also built dozens of houses for Habitat for Humanity. All the while he continued to conduct 

a regular Sunday morning Bible study in his church. I never heard any critic say that he is not a good person; 

many would call him “holy.”  

 

All three readings touch on a curious topic: holiness. Holiness anticipated in Israel in the first reading; 

holiness initiated by Jesus in the third; holiness, the call, to the Corinthians and us by St. Paul in the second 

reading.  

 

Holiness is a mystery. But, as always, we can penetrate mystery to some extent. It becomes somewhat easier 

to approach if we talk about friendship -- and the form of presence it brings. We have friends; we have some 

especially close friends. What we have in our mutual presence to one another is wonderful. Holiness is what 

happens when we become especially close friends with the lord.  

 

Friendship does not happen just because someone does nice, friend-things. Holiness does not happen just 

because one does “holy” things. One cannot become your close friend simply by shoveling your walk. One 

cannot become a close friend of God [holy] by doing something. The notion of holiness gets muddied by 

people who will never be accused of being called “holy” doing “holy” things. Actually, such people give 

holiness a bad name.  

 

In short, holiness, like friendship, is not in the realm of doing; it is in the realm of being - in being a good 

friend of the Lord -- a kind of very special presence.  

 

In holiness as in close, earthly friendship, we become psychologically united with the other. If cultivated, 

persevered in, friendship comes to the point where we interpenetrate each other’s consciousness. We can 

finish the other’s sentences.  

 

In times past, the ones called to holiness were thought to be clergy, religious sisters, brothers, and priests. The 

Second Vatican Council, following the teaching of St. Francis de sales shot that idea down. Every one of us is 

called to holiness. The council referred to this as “the universal call to holiness.” It was a real, spiritual 

breakthrough.  

 

A third notion after what holiness is - becoming friends with God - and who are called - every one of us - is 



how each of us has been called.  

 

Our Lord individually customizes holiness. There is no “cookie cutter” approach. No two of us are called to 

holiness in precisely the same way. Each of us is individually “called by name” because each of us has our 

personal, lived experience. Each of us uniquely becomes a friend of the lord in our holiness.  

 

Our gathering here at Eucharist is our God-given gift of closeness. It is not an accident that the first document 

to come out of that council was on the liturgy. Liturgy is the first listed of resurrection’s five, basic 

dimensions of our community life in the current parish directory. Eucharist is the sun of all devotions; it is 

that around which everything else revolves. Both the sun and Eucharist bring light and warmth.  

 

We are called to “live Jesus.” That is, we are called to live our lives with Jesus, our friend, trying to speak 

what Jesus calls us to speak, trying to do what Jesus calls us to do.  

 

We cannot make ourselves holy. That is the work of the sanctifier, the Holy Spirit. As the Eucharistic prayer 

reminds us, “Father, you are holy indeed, and all creation rightly gives you praise. All life, all holiness 

comes from you through your son Jesus Christ, the Lord, by the working of the Holy Spirit.“  

 

The Holy Spirit works in us when we are open, when we present ourselves to him without “talking at him.” 

Our prayer is the prayer of Samuel: “Speak Lord, your servant is listening.”  

 

It has been well said by Louis Pasteur, the scientist: “All that we can give God is our desire.” We need not 

worry about becoming holy. The Holy Spirit takes care of that.”  

 
      

Third Sunday in Ordinary Time (January 26, 2014)  
In the first reading - the one also used at midnight on Christmas - Isaiah the prophet uses the image of 

darkness and sings a thanksgiving hymn for the lightsome deliverance of the Jews from Assyrian darkness.  

 

In the gospel, we hear of Herod imprisoning john the baptizer. The voice of one crying in the wilderness is 

now an empty echo in a dungeon. Authority did what authority does both in state and in church: silences what 

threatens. It is as valid today as it was then. But, prison, in Herod’s time, was not the place where you waited 

for trial; it was the place where you waited for death. John the Baptizer was as good as dead.  

 

What would Jesus do now in this defining moment? He had options. He could: 

1. Cool it. Back off and save his own life; 

2. Mount a verbal counter attack on Herod; that was mission impossible; 

3. Take up the calling and message of john - and continue to advance the kingdom of God – come what 

may. 

Jesus decides to pick up where John left off and eventually pays the same price as John by giving his life.  

 

Jesus’ response is immediate and swift: he moves directly from his quiet home in Nazareth to Capernaum on 

the travel route by the Sea of Galilee. This is the land of Herod Antipas, who had arrested john and would 

later judge Jesus. Remember, jesus, as an infant had fled Herod the great; now, in adulthood, he moved 

courageously toward Herod the great’s son like an olympian taking up the torch of John’s message: “Repent, 

for the kingdom of God is at hand.”  

 

We know that the word for “repentance” in Greek is metanoia – and it means “a change of mind / heart” to 
thinking outside the box of ego. This is the remedy for the “darkness,” the rut of meaningless human existence 

in which so many folks find themselves.  



 

Jesus realizes he needs help to teach the lesson of love of god and neighbor; he recruits. He walks by the Sea 

of Galilee and sees two sets of brothers: peter and Andrew and James and John. He says, come, follow me; I 

will make you fishers of people.  

 

He was calling them to a far more difficult task than outwitting fish that instinctively seek food. He was 

calling them to attempt, like himself, to lure people into finding the gut-felt need for meaning in their lives.  

 

Humans are not fish. He could not and would not use the force of a net or a baited hook. Humans have free 

will. He had only his message as a lure to attract them to the light of truth. Jesus’ image of “catching” is 

perfect. He seeks the hearts of human beings. The seeking involves luring – as in fishing.  

 

At his call, they immediately follow him. But why? He was charismatic. That is, there was an “air” about him, 

an air of enthusiasm, of passion. He exuded zeal. When he spoke, he clearly knew what he was talking about - 

what his Jewish listeners called “speaking with authority.” The four saw this. Jesus did not act “cool.” He was 

“hot” – not in the current idiom of “hot,” nor fanatically hot [like a nut case], but confidently hot, not 

lukewarm. His outspoken confidence in his message was contagious. Folks caught his enthusiasm. When they 

listened to him, they were “hooked.” They responded to him. They believed him – and more importantly, they 

believed in him.  

 

We do not see much of that fire coming from the hierarchy today. We often see them acting like reactors, like 

legislators, not leaders. They legislate hard laws [canons] and soft laws [ “guidelines,“], focusing on means to 

some vague end. They lack fiery zeal for the end – Jesus, our light.  

 

As followers of Jesus, we share this mission of being light and bringing light to others who walk in varying 

kinds of darkness. May each of us always keep our eyes on Jesus, our passionate leader and our inspiration. 

May we continue to see with his eyes, hear with his ears, touch with his hand.  

 
      

Fifth Sunday in Ordinary Time (February 9, 2014)  
As Jesus talks with his disciples in today’s Gospel, he uses two metaphors about “being” for others. He says, 

first, “You are the salt of the earth.” Then he asks a rhetorical question that is of questionable help. “If salt 

has lost its taste, how can its saltiness be restored?” I am told that salt cannot lose its flavor; its taste is part 

of what it is.  

 

We know too much salt can be unhealthy, but salt is absolutely necessary to sustain life - a fact that the 

ancients recognized. Every roman soldier was given a monthly supply of salt. The Latin word for salt issal; 
the monthly supply was called a salarium, which comes down to us as the word, salary. And a person being 

“worth his salt.”  

 

We are not talking about the pleasantness of cranberry sauce with turkey or mint jelly with the lamb we might 

eat. Salt is necessary, not just a pleasantry.  

 

In the second metaphor, Jesus says, “You are the light of the world.” This is a very powerful metaphor 

because in John’s Gospel, Jesus says, “I am the light of the world.” In John’s Gospel the “light” is what 

theology calls “sanctifying grace.” We absolutely need to be vivified with that light to be alive and to 

experience Jesus in the next life.  

 

When Jesus says that we are the light, he is not saying that we ourselves are objects to be noticed, but our 

light which is Jesus presence within us - grace - makes God’s presence visible to others.  
 

Salt of the earth, light of the world. I suspect that most of us do not perceive ourselves in such noble terms, 

but that is the way Jesus sees us. It is Gospel.  



 

That is the nature of discipleship, being a bearer of light to others. God expects more than dutiful fidelity to 

the Ten Commandments in living the Christian life; he expects us to be disciples. The fruit of discipleship is 

bringing others to loving relationship with God.  

 

It can be a smile, driving courtesy, helpfulness while shopping - all in the name of the Lord - without 

necessarily mentioning his name.  

 

The Chinese philosopher, Mencius, lived about 300 years before Jesus. He was the last notable proponent of 

the teachings of Confucius. He was venerated in china almost as much as his intellectual master, 

Confucius. According to Chinese folklore, his mother had much to do with his success. Her husband died and 

she was forced to raise Mencius by herself. One day when Mencius returned from school and found his 

mother weaving, she asked him how he had progressed in school that day. He said, indifferently, “not 

much.” She said nothing but picked up a knife and slashed to strings her work for the day. He asked why. She 

replied: “I have only done to the cloth today what you have done with your life today.”  

 

Her story is told over two thousand years later. She was, in a Christian context, salt and light. It is in family 

and community we see light in the lives of others. Others see our light and we see others’ light. We are 

mutually empowered.  

 

We often ask what the Gospel means; we question the gospel. We sometimes forget that the Gospel is 

intended to question us. 

How are you being salt? How are you being light today? 

Who has been a light in your life? 

What did s/he do? 

Was it his/her enthusiasm, his/her wisdom, his/ her conviction? 

During this time of February, a reflection on salt and light is appropriate. The unreflective life is not worth 

living. The unlived life -a life without being salt / light - is not worth reflecting.  

 
      

FIRST SUNDAY OF LENT (March 9, 2014)  
This morning, I’d like us to use our imaginations. Imagine that you just met your brand new next-door 

neighbors. They seem like very nice people. After some time passes, they invite you to attend their church. 

You have never heard of their religion; it is something new: they worship on a different day. You feel honored 

at their invitation - and you are a bit curious - so you decide to go with them.  

 

The people in the gathering space are as friendly as your neighbors. Then you enter the worship space. You 

are shocked. The center of focus is an electric chair. You feel like bolting for the door. What kind of bizarre 

cult is this?  

 

Yet, you hesitate - suspended between disgust and curiosity. The people do not seem weird at all - actually, 

very nice - even loving. A helpful “parishioner” hands you a piece of paper, an explanation of the group’s 

belief. You read that the center of belief and worship is a man who was strapped to the chair and killed 

through the machinations of a political and a social system that saw this man as a threat to their lives of 

privilege and power.  

 

After his death, his followers discovered that when they gathered together, this man was present in spirit, 

pouring out his wisdom and his love into their lives. It dawns on you that this monstrous device of death has 

been transformed into something very different from its common meaning - it is a point of veneration and 

inspiration.  

 

Instead of “success” in the world - the lifestyle of the rich and famous, Lamborghinis and Ferraris, villas and 



buff bodies - the electric chair is the symbol of life’s meaning.  

 

In imagining yourself walking into a worship space and seeing the electric chair as the focal point, you are 

replicating the experience of a first century Jew or Gentile entering a Christian place of worship - where the 

cross - a hated, disgraceful and terrifying symbol of death stands as the focal point.  

 

I think we have gotten so used to the symbol of the cross that it loses its meaning. Today, it gets decorated 

with jewels; it hangs around rock musicians’ and wannabees’ necks, another artifact like an earing or a nose 

ring. We walk into church - and hardly notice it.  

 

We have lost the ability to understand its shock value, what it cost Jesus to die on the cross - a n d - the 

demands which the cross makes on those who say they are followers of Jesus.  

 

On Ash Wednesday, the Christian faithful around the world lift their faces to be signed with ashes. This sign 

is meant to remind us both of our mortality and of a radically new way of living. When we make the sign of 

the cross, we remind ourselves and proclaim that we are willing to die to self and are willing to be 

countercultural.  

 

During lent, we watch what goes into our mouths. We fast. We abstain from meat on Fridays. We easily 

forget what Jesus said: what comes out of our mouths is more important than what goes into our mouths.  

 

This year I would like us to consider fasting from what comes out of our mouths in three ways:  

 

First, fasting from unbecoming language. The air around us is full of it. F-bombs are commonplace. Foul 

language comes out not only from the mouths of Howard Stern and Jerry Springer, but presidents and CEO’s 

and a lot of otherwise “nice” people.  

 

I like the story of the college kid brought home by his roommate for a home cooked dinner ... Spilled water - 

string of words - silence - grandma: “You eat with that mouth?” Whether young or old or in between, we may 

need to clean our teeth, so to speak; we are one of the gang: Jesus’ gang.’’ Let’s not sound like another gang.  

 

Second, fasting from judgments that spill easily out of our mouths. We would do well to make zero judgments 

about the motives of others, their goodness or badness, their shortfalls, their jobs. This may be hard to do 

every day, so we might make this special effort on Fridays, when Jesus remained silent before Pilate and died 

for us.  

 

Finally, fasting from negatives that so readily come from our mouths. Put-downs, clever remarks that hurt, 

sarcasm, negative criticism. If it’s too much of a challenge, perhaps we could work on that on Wednesdays, 

the day Judas is said to have betrayed Jesus with the negative words that came from his mouth.  

 

Cleaning up our mouths makes room for positive words, for encouraging words we all need to hear, and for 

the prayer-word we need to speak to our lord. This is not easy because we so often do not really listen to 

ourselves.  

 

Like grandma in our story we can ask ourselves: “I eat with this mouth?” More to the point - “we eat and 

drink the body and blood of Jesus with this mouth?”  

 
      

SECOND SUNDAY OF LENT (March 16, 2014)  
Life is a journey. For most, it is a two-fold journey: the journey out and the journey in. The journey out is the 
professional journey comprising education, training, earning a salary. The second journey, the journey in is 

the spiritual journey. Not all make that journey. We have not seen Brittany Spears or Paris Hilton along the 

way. It is the journey of interiority.  



 

Another pair of choices confronts both of these journeys: being a settler or being a pilgrim, an explorer. Like 

early folks in our country, some are content to be settlers; others, have a wanderlust sparkle in their eyes. 

They like to move on. Neither is right or wrong; it just is.  

 

Biblical faith has surely been, basically, a pilgrim faith. We see it in today’s first reading about Abraham and 

his journey; we see it in both books written by Luke: his Gospel is the story of Jesus on a journey from up in 

galilee down to Jerusalem; his acts of the apostles is the story of the journey of Paul from Jerusalem over to 

the heart of the roman empire, Rome.  

 

Explorers are tempted to hunker down, become settlers. Such views often do not take freedom or inspiration 

seriously. God’s will is revealed more as a light in the present moment --- enough light to take the next step 

on our unmapped journey.  

 

Our maps are made one journey-step at a time in the company of Jesus. Spiritual journeys are often not 

mapped out clearly, ahead of time, but are seen only when we pause, turn around and look back where we 

have come from. Were we to have tried to look ahead when we were back on our journey, the map would 

have looked like the maps of ancient cartographers who drew dragons and monsters where there were no 

known paths or ships’ courses.  

 

I like to liken my journey to a walk along a long, pitch-black corridor with dim, overhead lights, 40-watt bulbs 

at the end of long, light-chains. I walk with hand extended upward. As I walk, my hand hits another chain. I 

pull the chain and I can see for a short distance beyond. The journey-process continues. That image was a 

huge help on a personal journey several years ago.  

 

Abram went out, not knowing where he was going. Soren Kierkegaard has well described faith as a leap into 

the darkness.  

 

We find ourselves with about 10 days of lent behind us. When we turn around and look behind us, we may 

ask ourselves what progress in who-I-am-becoming do we see? We have about thirty days of opportunity 

before us. What have we learned from the past ten days that help give direction to our path ahead?  

 

Is our hand outstretched to our lord for guidance? Have we “Put our hand in the hand of the man from 

Galilee?” Have we actually progressed in these 10 days? Are we becoming “settlers” or are we embracing the 

Christian-pilgrim image, “moving ahead” to become what we call ourselves: “Christian.”  

 

I encourage you to pause on your journey today and look at your personal journey as well as the resurrection-

community journey.  

 

Arnold Toynbee said the most dangerous period for a civilization is when it thinks it is safe and no longer 

needs to face changes. I agree.  

 

The personal is the harder issue to face; it’s always easier for us to “fix” someone else. Your personal journey 

will be a determining factor in the life of this faith community.  

 
      

THIRD SUNDAY OF LENT (March 23, 2014)  
Jews despised Samaritans for over 700 years. The Assyrians had conquered Israel and most of the Jews of that 

area fled. The Assyrians moved into the territory non-Jews who intermarried with the remaining Jews. After 

the exile, the returning, “real” Jews saw this as a bastardized form of Judaism. They judged Samaritan women 
perpetually unclean and would never even speak to them, let alone touch them. Also, in the ancient, near east, 

women were never to be at the well unaccompanied by a male relative.  

 



That is the setting for Jesus’ encounter. He promptly threw away the rulebook. He initiated the conversation 

by asking for a drink - without even having his own cup. She played the race card and reminded him of their 

differences. He confronted her: where is your husband? She said she had none and, understandably, tried to 

change the subject to . . . Liturgy, to the appropriate place for worship. We can understand she would prefer to 

talk about her liturgical life rather than her rather interesting sex life. He didn’t blink; you already have had 

five husbands, and the man you are with now is not your husband. --So much for her attempt to derail his train 

of thought.  

 

Jesus saw her at the well in the heat of the day, the worst time to face the desert sun. Women ordinarily came 

early in the morning for the day’s water supply. This woman was almost surely shunned by the other women 

because of her promiscuity. Jesus recognized her strong thirst for male attention. He did not shame her for it. 

He greeted her by acknowledging his own, “different” thirst.  

 

He offered her “living water” which she first misunderstood as a supply of h20 near her door. Jesus offered 

her faith. She gradually accepted him -- as we heard by the progressive names for him, from “sir” to 

“prophet,” to “messiah.”  

 

This obscure, unnamed woman became Jesus’ first female apostle. She went back to schechem and boldly 

told her neighbors about Jesus and how he reacted to her, and they -- through her -- were introduced to Jesus. 

She did the work of an apostle!  

 

After the people of schechem encountered Jesus, and he lived among them for 2twodays, these “despised 

foreigners” said: “no longer does our faith depend on your story. We have heard for ourselves, and we know 

that this really is “the savior of the world” -- the final and crowning title for Jesus. Isn’t it true that we got our 

faith like the people in the village? We believed through the word of someone else about God/Jesus: our 

parents, family, teachers, -- then, we later came to believe in Jesus.  

 

Isn’t it consoling that Jesus uses imperfect people like them and the woman and you and me as his apostles to 

continue his evangelization? The work of RCIA is not to be construed as the work of perfect people. It is 

through you and me -- especially you who have more contact with folks of other or no faith -- to draw people 

to our faith.  

 

In the first reading, we heard that God used a stone to provide water. In the Gospel story, Jesus, from the 

stone of her heart, struck living water through his compassion and gentle teaching / presence.  

 

The only thing that can keep us away is the hardness of our hearts. God has found us. Do we soften our hearts 

to receive him? To listen to him? To ask his forgiveness? To grow in love with him? To carry his love to 

others who are not aware of him?  

 
      

FOURTH SUNDAY OF LENT (March 30, 2014)  
Many centuries ago, the church used drama to teach. We saw this even in the Middle Ages in the 

morality plays. The church building provided the theatre. About the year 100 A.D., when john wrote 

his gospel, he did so in a dramatic narrative. Today we shall present his words, just as he wrote them --

interspersed with commentary.  
 

Please be seated.  

 

In chapter 8 of John’s gospel, Jesus says “ I am the light of the world; no follower of mine shall ever 

walk in darkness. No, he shall possess the light of life.“  
 

Chapter 9 tells the story of a man born blind, a man born in darkness. It is the story of a man who will 

come into the light - the light of Jesus, the light of the world. It is a story dramatized in 7 scenes. Let’s 



listen to the first scene with Jesus, his disciples, and a blind man.  

 

Scene I  

 

N: 1. As he walked along, he saw a man who had been blind from birth. 2. His disciples asked him:  

 

D: “Rabbi, was it his sin or that of his parents that caused him to be born blind?”  

 

J: 3. “Neither,” [answered Jesus] “it was no sin, either of this man or of his parents.  

 

In the disciples’ minds, there is no question whether sin causes blindness; there is only the question 

of who it was that sinned. It was the teaching of the Hebrews, the old Deuteronomic code, that the sins 

of the individual or his ancestors were visited on the individual.  
 

Jews of Jesus’ day asked the same question that people ask even today when they suffer affliction: what 
did I do to deserve this? Affliction is thought to come as punishment. Jesus rejects this notion. [Rather, 

it was to let god’s works show forth in him.4. We must do the deeds of him who sent me while it is 

day. The night comes on when no one can work. 5. While I am in the world I am the light of the 

world.”]  

 

N: 6. With that Jesus spat on the ground, made mud with his saliva, and smeared the man’s eyes with the 

mud. 7 then he told him:  

 

J: “Go, wash in the pool of Siloam.”  

 

N: (This name means “one who has been sent,”) so the man went off and washed, and came back able to see.  

 

Jesus was a wise physician; he used the customs of his day to work his signs; spittle was thought to have 

curative power. Even today, don’t I stick my finger in my mouth if I burn it? It was not that 

Jesus believed that spittle could heal blindness, but it kindled expectation in the blind man.  

 

Just as god had made light the first item of creation and then formed man from clay, so john has Jesus 

use clay that will lead this man to the light of day and eventually to the light of the world.  

 

The second scene involves the blind man’s neighbors, those who frequently saw him.  

 

Scene II  

 

N: 8. His neighbors and the people who had been accustomed to see him begging began to ask:  

 

P: “Isn’t this the fellow who used to sit and beg?”  

 

N: 9. Some were claiming it was he; others maintained it was not but someone who looked like him. The man 

himself said:  

 

B: “I am the one.”  

 

N: 10. they said to him then,  

 

P: “How were your eyes opened?”  

 
N: 11. He answered:  

 



B: “That man they call Jesus made mud and smeared it on my eyes, telling me to go to Siloam and 

wash. When I did go and wash, I was able to see.”  

 

P: 12. “Where is he?”  

 

N: They asked. He replied,  

 

B: “I have no idea.”  

 

We shall see that the human author of the gospel tells of two miracles: 1. The healing of blindness that 

brings eyesight; 2. The birth of faith, through insight. He indicates the progression of the man-born-

blind’s insight by the progression of the man’s names for Jesus [--as in last weeks story of the 

Samaritan woman.] We have just heard the first of five: “that man they call Jesus.”  
 

Scene three brings on stage the Pharisees - the villains of the drama.  

 

Scene III  

 

N: 13. Next, they took the man who had been born blind to the Pharisees. 14. (Note that it was on a Sabbath 

that Jesus had made the mud paste and opened his eyes.) The Pharisees, in turn, began to inquire how he had 

recovered his sight. He told them,  

 

B: “He put mud on my eyes. I washed it off, and now I can see.”  

 

N: 16. This prompted some of the Pharisees to assert,  

 

Ph: “This man cannot be from god because he does not keep the Sabbath.”  

 

N: Others objected:  

 

Ph: “If a man is a sinner, how can he perform signs like these?”  

 

N: They were sharply divided over him.  

 

    17. Then they addressed the blind man again:  

 

Ph: “Since it was your eyes he opened, what do you have to say about him?”  

 

B: “He is a prophet.”  

 

N: He replied.  

 

The Pharisees, the leaders of the Jews, claim to see; Jesus broke a Sabbath prohibition by kneading 

spittle and earth, which a “devout” Jew would not do. Yet some were puzzled because a sinner should 

not be able to cure anyone. The Pharisees do not “see.” They do not understand. While 

their opportunity for insight increases, they become blinder.  

 

Upon further questioning, the former blind man has a new and deeper insight; he calls Jesus 

a “prophet,” one who brings god’s word to humans.  
 

The Pharisees decide to ‘broaden the investigation’ with a fourth scene as the rather wary and cagy 
parents of the man are introduced…  

 



Scene IV  

 

N: 18. The Jews refused to believe that he had really been born blind and had begun to see, until they 

summoned the parents of this man who now could see.  

 

Ph: 19. “Is this your son?”  

 

N: They asked,  

 

Ph: “And if so, do you attest that he was blind at birth? How do you account for the fact that now he can 

see?”  

 

N: 20. the parents answered:  

 

Pr: “We know this is our son, and we know he was blind at birth. 21. But how he can see now, or who opened 

his eyes, we have no idea. Ask him. He is old enough to speak for himself.”  

 

N: 22. (His parents answered in this fashion because they were afraid of the Jews, who had already agreed 

among themselves that anyone who  

 

acknowledged Jesus, as the messiah would be put out of synagogue. 23  

 

That was why his parents said, ‘he is of age - ask him.’)  

 

The parents should have been lawyers. Although there was no fifth amendment at that time, they do 

not implicate themselves.They sidestep the increasing frustration and anger of the Pharisees, who 

would use ecclesiastical penalty to vent their frustration. Jesus had previously warned his disciples that 

following him would mean expulsion from the synagogue. We hear his prophecy being fulfilled.  

 

The parents wash their hands of association with their son. They will not take the chance of Jewish 

excommunication.  
 

Scene V brings the Pharisees to their most violent conflict with the former blind man…  

 

Scene V  

 

N: 24. A second time they summoned the man, who had been born blind and said to him,  

 

Ph: “Give glory to god! First of all we know this man is a sinner.”  

 

B: 25. “I do not know whether he is a sinner or not,”  

 

N: he answered.  

 

B: “I know this much: I was blind before; now I can see.”  

 

N: 26. They persisted:  

 

Ph: “Just what did he do to you? How did he open your eyes?”  

 

B: 27. “I have told you once, but you would not listen to me,”  
 

N: He answered them.  



 

B: …”Why do you want to hear it all over again? Do not tell me you want to become his disciples too?”  

 

N: 28. They retorted scornfully:  

 

Ph: “You are the one who is that man’s disciple. We are disciples of Moses. 29. We know that god spoke to 

Moses, but we have no idea where this man comes from.”  

 

N: 30. He came back at them:  

 

B: “Well, this is news! You do not know where he comes from, yet he opened my eyes. 31. We know that god 

does not hear sinners, but that if someone is devout and obeys his will, he listens to him. 32. It is unheard of 

that anyone ever gave sight to a person blind from birth. 33. If this man were not from god, he could never 

have done such a thing.”  

 

Ph: 34. “What…you are steeped in sin from your birth, and you are giving us lectures?”  

 

N: With that they threw him out bodily.  

 

The Pharisees begin aggressively: “give glory to god,” -- a phrase used in cross-examination, which 
means: “speak the truth in the presence and the name of god.” A browbeating technique here.  

 

With his progressive insight into who Jesus is and faith / trust in him, an increasing boldness builds in 

the former blind man, a boldness not shared by his intimidated parents. He uses the strongest of 

argument: it was clear Jewish teaching that god hears only the prayer of good people; the book of 

proverbs said clearly, “ the lord is far from the wicked; but he hears the prayer of the righteous. “ 

[15:29] The Pharisees were defeated by their own scripture.  
 

“To him who has, more shall be given,” said Jesus. The man has a still deeper insight. He now calls 

Jesus a “man from god.”  
 

For his faith, the man suffers the rejection that Jesus will eventually suffer -- as well as Jesus’ disciples.  
 

The sixth scene finds the man again with Jesus. As john Chrysostom put it: ‘the Jews cast him out of 

the temple; the lord of the temple found him.”  

 

Scene VI  

 

N: 35. When Jesus heard of his expulsion, he sought him out and asked  

 

    him:  

 

J: “do you believe in the son of man?”  

 

N: 36. He answered,  

 

B: “ Who is he, sir, that I may believe in him?”  

 

J: 37. “You have seen him … he is speaking to you now.”  

 

B: [38. “I do believe, lord,  
 

N: he said, and bowed down to worship him. 39. Then Jesus said:]  



 

J: “I came into this world to divide it, to make the sightless see and the seeing blind.”  

 

Whenever our Christian witness separates us from others, we find that Jesus is nearer to us.  

 

The titles “son of man,” and “lord” bring the man to the fullness of faith, which results in his bowing 

down to worship Jesus.“Son of man” to a Jew indicates more than what we Christians hear; it indicates 
no mere mortal, but the one beyond us who was awaited.  

 

Jesus had said: “I came into this world to divide it, to make the sightless see and the seeing blind.” Jesus 

confronts us, as were the man and the Pharisees; if we see Jesus as one to be admired, one to be desired, 

we choose sight and salvation. If we see in Jesus nothing to be admired, desired, followed, we condemn 

ourselves -- a truth that becomes transparently clear as Jesus and the Pharisees play out the seventh 

and final scene.  

 

Scene VII  

 

N: 40. Some of the Pharisees around him picked this up, saying,  

 

Ph: “You a re not calling us blind, are you?”  

 

N: 41. To which Jesus replied:  

 

J: “if you were blind, there would be no sin in that. ‘But we see,’ you say, “and your sin remains.”  

 

The Pharisees find themselves in the same place that the man was at the beginning of the story: 

blind! They have progressively lost insight. They even rejected the cure, were unwilling to admit that 

the man had ever been blind -- a fact that his friends and neighbors “saw” and knew to be true.  
 

The more we know, the more we are responsible if we do not recognize good when we see it. The 

Pharisees are condemned because they claim to see so well and yet fail to recognize the messiah when he 

came. The law that responsibility is the other side of the coin of privilege is written into life. [Barclay]  

 

John describes the increasing insights of the man: “that man they call Jesus,” “a prophet,” “man from 

god,” “son of man,”“lord.” The insight of faith was a gift greater than the sight to his eyes. His insight 

was progressive just as the insight of the Pharisees was regressive. Did you notice that the first name for 

Jesus the man used was the last title for Jesus that the Pharisees used: “that man.”  
 

In human relationships, we frequently experience that the better we know someone, the more we 

become aware of weakness, of clay feet. In our relationship with Jesus, we find that the more we come 

to know him the greater he becomes. He is the light of the world and makes us shine as light to the 
world of others.  

 

This story is the story of healing: from physical blindness, which was obvious to all who would see -- 

and healing from spiritual blindness, which was subtle and indicated by the progression of insightful 

names for who Jesus was.  
 

Our Lenten journey of faith -- like the blind man’s -- is also a journey of insights into who Jesus 

is. Jesus heals us spiritually.He does it frequently by his words in scripture. A reflective recalling of 

scriptures touches our spirits with our hurts and bruises; it, like soothing oil, promotes our inner 

healing.  
 



May this drama help heal your spirit with his word -- and may you take your healing words to others as 

a balm for their spirits.  

 
      

FIFTH SUNDAY OF LENT (April 6, 2014)  
The sports-caster pushes through the crowd for a postgame interview. “Congratulations, coach, what was the 

turning point in the win?  

 

The retired general or admiral is writing his memoirs. He reveals unknown details and strategies in the war. 

The most important chapter is his conclusion: his interpretation of the turning point. In the Napoleonic wars, it 

was the battle of Waterloo; in WWII, the battle of Midway. The author analyzes the hinge on which the large 

door of victory swung open. The beginning of the end.  

 

John tells the story of the life and ministry of Jesus Christ. He writes to inspire faith in unbelievers and to 

encourage the faith of believers.  

 

What was the crucial moment for the writer of the 4th gospel? It is today’s gospel: the raising of Lazarus. The 

raising of Lazarus was the point of critical mass of his enemies’ anger; Jesus’ popularity reached its highpoint 

with this miracle. The level of threat to the status quo -leadership now exploded. Jesus had to go! The 

beginning of the end.  

 

People will commit great evil to protect their positions of power.  

 

--- The Watergate scandal in American politics  

--- The Enron executives in Houston 

--- Some American bishops in regard to the sex-abuse scandal 

--- Martha Stuart - provide examples. 

 

Some folks, who normally attend church, hold responsible positions, treat their families and friends with 

kindness will commit acts of cruel deception if their power is threatened.  

 

Jesus was a threat, absolutely. The people were judging that he spoke and acted more authoritatively than the 

Pharisees.  

 

Today, Jesus stood alone, in the midst of a crowd. For Jesus to raise Lazarus was tantamount to entering the 

tomb himself. John sees this as the beginning of the end for Jesus  

 

John gives us clues in the text. Although those present interpreted his tears as human tears for his friend’s 

death, scripture scholars argue that the reason he wept was not only for Lazarus; but he weeps in the agony of 

his present situation. To do what he felt called to do would bring about his death. Thomas the apostle 

recognized the danger before they left for Judea; he speaks of going to Judea to die with Jesus.  

 

John writes a “high Christology;” that is, he portrays Jesus as being more god than man. Read john’s sanitized 

passion: 

-- No mention of Jesus’ sweat of blood in the garden. 

            Scholars say his agony was here at the tomb in john’s version of the agony “in the garden” 

--- Jesus defends himself brilliantly before the authorities. 

--- Jesus carries his cross by himself; john says so explicitly. 

--- Finally, john does not say Jesus dies, but “he delivers over his  

            spirit.” 

Though that day may have been bright and sunny, Jesus saw the storm clouds gathering on the horizon 

beyond Lazarus’ tomb. Standing alone, he saw the rising fury of the Jewish leadership. He knew that doing 



what he felt called to do would push them over the edge. He may have surmised that the next time he looked 

at a tomb - it would be his own - and he would look at it from the inside. 

John saw this as the final turning point, the beginning of the end.  

 

My image of god, our father, does not allow me to believe that the father exacted from his son the torture of a 

crucifixion-death as payment to him for our sins. That seems to make the father an ogre, not an Abba.  

 

I believe that the father sent his son to model for us how a person is to live a life of love - regardless of the 

consequences.  

 

I believe that that is what is meant by “taking up one’s cross” taking up one’s cross does not mean to me 

beating oneself on the head for love of god. [To me, that is foolishness.]  

 

As Jesus stood before Lazarus’ tomb, he knew what the loving thing to do was: he called Lazarus forth, to 

restore him to his sisters and relieve their terrible grief as a sign of his and his father’s love. But, that, in 

effect, meant that he would be killed.  

 

And us. Let’s humbly thank / congratulate him for showing us what it means to have the courage of loving 

conviction.  

 

Let’s look deeply into our lives. Are we avoiding, perhaps looking the other way, distracting ourselves from 

loving things that we are called to do?  

 

What will we do in these final two weeks of Lent?  

 
      

MASS OF THE LORD’S SUPPER (April 17, 2014)  
Holy Thursday - Jesus -an unforgettable person hosting an unforgettable meal. Holy Thursday is a day of 

Jesus’ action - of Jesus’ activity culminating his active ministry. It is the first day of a drama in three acts, 

called “the sacred tritium” - three days that chronicle and relive the suffering and death and rising of Jesus and 

an invitation to unite ourselves to him.  

 

This journey is memorialized in the liturgy. Liturgy always teaches. 

The readings for today commemorate three tremendous actions: 

 the action of Jesus’ washing his disciples’ feet and drying them with a towel - the event found only in 

John’s Gospel. 

 the action of the institution of the Eucharist read from Paul’s letter to the Corinthians. Jesus takes the 

universal experience of sharing bread and wine at a meal and transforms it into his ongoing presence 

among us. 

 the action of the initiation of continuing his gift of self through others: “Do this in remembrance of 

me.” 

We have already talked about Jesus washing his disciples’ feet, giving us a divine lesson both in word and 

example of how we are to get down to our neighbor’s feet to demonstrate both our lifestyle of followership 

and our lifestyle of leadership in our living Jesus.  

 

This year, I would like to carry that presentation forward and present some basic, spiritual truths on 

Eucharistic spirituality for your consideration.  

 

Eucharist is more than what takes place here in this worship center. It does not begin or end here. It begins 

with the opportunity to experience our loving god’s presence when we arrive and then experience his presence 



in at least two more ways in here.  

 

First, we experience God’s presence when we arrive at resurrection. The people here are a community, 

friends. We see a phenomenon that we do not see everywhere. This community looks at one another with eye-

contact -- and more -- with “soft eyes.” “Where two or more are gathered in my name, I am in their midst.” 

There is an attentive presence to one another before, during, and after mass. It is wonderful to behold. “See 

the Christians, see how...”  

 

Once we gather, we confess that we are not perfect as individuals or as community; we are weak; we sin. We 

admit it. We ask our Father for forgiveness. We once “begged.” No longer. We know our Father who loves us 

readily forgives us. We move on with expectant hearts.  

 

Second, God is present to us in the liturgy of the word, proclaimed so well here. Those of us with more 

birthdays recall when the word was treated as less significant. Coming late, missing the proclaimed word was 

“okay” -- not so important. Today, not so. We are called to listen to someone we say we love. The reason that 

the book of the gospels is carried in by the deacon, but not carried out is that we are to carry out the gospel 

with our unique personalities -- to be seen in our actions. Eucharist does not end in here.  

 

Thirdly, Jesus comes to us in the most special way in the liturgy of the Eucharist. He is physically and 

spiritually present to us under the appearance of bread and wine. We have just heard that in Paul’s letter.  

 

In the liturgy of the Eucharist, we have the opportunity to actually unite ourselves to Jesus, to be one with 

him. Let us not ignore those words said in the preparation of the wine: 

 “By the mystery of this water and wine may we come to share in the divinity of Christ who humbled 

himself to share in our humanity.” 

And those words while dropping a piece of consecrated bread into the cup: 

 “May this mingling of the body and blood of our lord Jesus Christ bring eternal life to us who receive 

it.” 

Inexplicably, a rubric calls for the celebrant to say both beautiful prayers “quietly” -- as if only for the priest’s 

benefit.  

 

John tells of Jesus’ prayer to his Father towards the end of the meal: “I have given them the glory you gave 

me that they may be one, as we are one -- I living in them, you living in me -- that their unity may be 

complete.”  

 

Jesus wants reciprocity in his and the Father’s love for you and me. He wants relationship with us. He wants 

our hearts. He wants our presence within his presence.  

 

We know love requires mutual attentiveness. In Eucharist, we have that opportunity. Our physical presence 

alone is not attentiveness. Before Eucharistic spirituality gained healthy life after Vatican ii, we thought that 

physical presence in church was sufficient. We came to the realization that relationship is central in faith. 

Physical presence at mass came to be recognized as only the first step.  

 

We need to bring our real presence into his real presence if Eucharist is going to happen in an effective way in 

our hearts and lives.  

 
In receiving Jesus into our hearts through his word-listened-to [sapiential nourishment] and in receiving Jesus 

into our hearts in his body and blood as nourishment for our spirit, we have the opportunity as individuals and 



as community to transcend ourselves, to become Jesus and to live this relationship with each other and beyond 

--- yet, maintaining our unique personalities.  

 

This is what we celebrate this night. This is what “living Jesus” is.  

 
      

FRIDAY OF THE PASSION OF OUR LORD (April 18, 2014)  
Good Friday: day of the cross, day of suffering, day of hope, 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 deprives a symbol of its 

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

 

How many of us reach for holy water - a reminder of our baptism - as we enter church, and clear mindedly 

thinks of our baptism and the sign of the cross with which we were baptized.  

 

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

what the sign of Christianity symbolizes.  

 

We humans are forever wanting to see signs: marvelous, sensational events that we can see for ourselves and 

then have something fascinating to tell others about.  

 

The same was true in Jesus’ time. “Teacher, we should like to see a sign from you.” Jesus at the time of his 

death would no more give into the temptation of sensationalism than he did when he was tempted to be 

sensational by the devil in the desert at the beginning of his ministry.  

 

“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 up. 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 thine be done.” He would trustingly go through the suffering.  

 

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

 

Jonah had to go through the terrifying experience of the whale to emerge alive and more than well. Jesus had 

to go through this excruciating day we call Good Friday to emerge alive, vibrant, and glorified on Easter  

 

There is the core message for us on Good Friday: real joy can never be reached while bypassing necessary 

suffering and death, but only by going through them.  

 

Actually, we have no choice about suffering or about death - both are facts of life.  

 

This is not to say that we should seek suffering; that would be the sickness called masochism. Suffering is 

inevitable; we try to avoid it. Yet, for all our efforts, suffering is as inevitable as death.  

 

It is true: Jesus did remove much suffering in his day, but not for everyone. He even prevented 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 it, and gave it to his followers. He talked with them; he 

went out to pray. All actions  

 

It was there in the garden of Gethsemane that Jesus’ action ceased and his passion began. [Passion is the 

opposite side of action.] After years of action: teaching preaching, healing, it all changed: no longer did he do 

things; things were done to him. The passive voice indicating “passion” begins: he was taken, was bound, was 

scourged, was spit upon, was crowned with thorns, was tried, and was nailed to a cross. Through this passion 

he fulfills his vocation.  

 

It is important for us to realize that 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.  

 

It is important for us to realize that much if not most of the story of our life is written in the passive voice 

[passion] also. Not to trust in our fFther - as Jesus did, not to recognize and embrace my passion - as Jesus 

did, is to fail to live Jesus and enter into illusion and self-deception and actually self-rejection, for what 

happens to me is a large part of who I am.  

 

Paul writes in Romans [Chapter 8 8] that God “did not spare his own son, but handed him over for the sake of 

all of us.”  

 

I, too, have to acknowledge myself being “handed over” and thus fulfill my vocation.  

 

Part of the passivity we experience in life is suffering, just as Jesus did. We remember his words: 

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

 “He who would save his life must lose it” 

 To the two disciples on the way to Emmaus, he said: “Was it not necessary that Christ should suffer 

and so enter into his glory?” 

Here a completely new way of living is revealed. It is the way in which pain can be embraced, not out of a 

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

 

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 separation from a loved one, the pain of loss of a friendship.  

 

One of the sources of being passive in life are the injuries we have suffered from others. Jesus in his suffering 

on this day was relieved of that part of his suffering by his crying out: “Father, forgive them; they know not 

what they do.”  

 

The danger for us is to get stuck in anger and resentment if we do not forgive. In non-forgiveness, we start 

living as the “wounded one,” complaining that life isn’t “fair.” We lose our identity as children of our Father. 

When we, like Jesus, forgive the offender, we are once again free to love.  

 

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

It is the 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 like that is just 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. That is 

forgetting 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 complete trust in god that in embracing, not fighting our suffering, god 



will not let us down, but will enable us to grow from our experience. Trusting in our God brings us spiritual 

intimacy because we share the same walk as Jesus.  

 

Good Friday is a day to remember our personal mortality. We know that one day some sickness that we 

experience will not improve. Some unforeseeable accident may occur. We each have a personal, natural 

disaster waiting to happen. We cannot allow ourselves to question God with “why me?” I belong to those 

Christians who believe that Jesus does not send us physical afflictions any more than he directs tornados and 

hurricanes along pre-arranged paths. Nor do I believe that God chooses a hundred airline passengers for a 

plane that will crash because of some defect.  

 

We need to come unto ourselves now and prepare for that day when we shall go through that experience 

knowing that our Father is awaiting us at our personal end just as he was there for Jesus for his resurrection.  

 

We know that Jesus loves us unconditionally. Ironically, the Jews and Romans showed us how much he loves 

us by their extending Jesus’ arms outward in that great embrace that has encompassed the world for two 

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

points the way for us and continues to love us unconditionally.  

 
      

EASTER SUNDAY OF THE RESURRECTION OF THE LORD (April 20, 2014)  
Today, we celebrate what surpasses and transcends every other Christian, religious celebration: the rising to 

new life of Jesus.  

 

Today’s gospel expresses john’s focus on the events of Easter morning: the reaction of three persons to the 

empty tomb.  

 

First, Mary of Magdala. What did Mary understand when she stood in the chilly early morning and saw the 

stone rolled back and no Jesus? In the light of the terrible Friday past, she thought that “they” heaped on one 

more indignity: now “they” stole his body. Ironically, later, the “they” that Mary speaks about will accuse the 

apostles of the same crime, saying that the apostles stole the body to make it look like a resurrection. Mary 

runs to tell peter and the beloved disciple.  

 

Interesting that the politics surrounding Jesus’ death were so acute that they eclipsed any spiritual reflection.  

 

Peter and the beloved disciple, arrive. The Gospel author makes a note that perinea leadership is slow by 

comparison: the beloved disciple knows early on not to supersede an authority figure. Peter, true to form in all 

four Gospels, rushes in and sees only what is readily apparent. . Neatly folded cloths indicate a peaceful event 

– not the messiness of the theft of a body as Mary thought. He sees, but he doesn’t see. [A week later, Jesus 

will reprimand Thomas for making physical sight a requirement for believing.]  

 

The beloved disciple is the hero of the 4th Gospel, though we are never told his actual name, he is thought to 

be the apostle, John. That he was beloved was more important than his name.  

 

His initial understanding is cryptic. The Gospel says: “He saw and believed.” Yet, the gospel writer’s next 

verse reads: “For they [Peter and the beloved disciple] did not yet understand the scripture that he had to rise 

from the dead.” So, what, exactly, did he believe?  

 

On that same Easter morning, we read that Mary Magdalene first comes to realize the resurrection when she 

hears Jesus’ voice call her name: “Mary.”  

 
We learn, elsewhere, that Jesus appeared to Peter later that day. Unfortunately, nothing is recorded of that 

visit – just the fact of it. Faith increased in Peter to the point where we heard his bold, fearless words in 

today’s first reading. His outspoken faith will lead to his death  



 

From John’s progressive understanding, an important truth emerges later in the letter attributed to him in 1 

John 4: “God is love” and “whoever is without love does not know God.” [Conversely: one who loves does 

know God, for God is love.]  

 

What is my point? My point in all this is that the first Christian community came to the truth of the 

resurrection only gradually. We can expect no more for ourselves. The faith, earlier accepted from our parents 

needs to be claimed personally, individually by us.  

 

So, what evidence do we have for the resurrection that would convince the skeptic within each of us as well as 

“professional skeptics? Can we absolutely prove our case in human opinion court?  

 

The truth is, we can’t prove it with irrefutable evidence. There were no eyewitnesses to life entering the dead 

body of Jesus. There was no CSI Jerusalem to help. There must be some leap of faith.  

 

Having said this, do we have anything to at least strongly indicate the reality of the resurrection? Yes! There 

is strong evidence that points the way for the one who honestly seeks. We remember the state of the disciples 

on Good Friday night. They were terrified; they were in fear for their lives. Those leaders had neither the 

courage nor the faith even to appear in public.  

 

As time passed, the very existence of the church, the people of God, is the best sign of the resurrection. The 

church [people of God] continued to believe that Jesus rose from the dead during three centuries of 

unrelenting, bloody persecution. In Rome, persecuted Christians fled from their homes and were forced to live 

in the catacombs. Why would they leave their homes to live in caves and risk a merciless, tortuous death 

unless they were absolutely certain of Jesus’ resurrection? Who would go through that if one were in doubt? 

 

Why didn’t Jesus also appear to the chief priests, Annas and Caiaphas, and the scribes, and Pharisees, and the 

Sanhedrin, and to the roman, Pontius Pilate? Simple: because their hearts were hardened.  

 

The lesson to be learned is: the hardness of heart in people who walk among us today is no softer than the 

people of Jesus’ day who do not listen. To listen would mean we’d have to change. We don’t want to.  

 

We, like our super-courageous spiritual forebears are not called to be convincers, debaters, we are called to be 

witnesses. Our “job’” as witness is to have the courage to tell the truth about Jesus when opportunity presents 

itself. Our task is to live lives that profess our faith each week in celebrating at mass with our community his 

and our resurrection. We witness to at least our neighbors by mass attendance.  

 

We are Easter people. May the risen lord go before each of you to guide you and behind you to protect you. 

May the risen lord go beneath you to sustain you - and most of all – may the risen lord go within you to 

enlighten others by your witness.  

 
      

SECOND SUNDAY OF EASTER (April 27, 2014)  
Nicknames can be cute, but sometimes they are far from that; they can be downright demeaning. “Doubting 

Thomas” is an age old nickname for an apostle who, previous today’s episode, proved himself to be a searcher 

of truth and the apostle who on hearing of Jesus’ possible trouble by going to Jerusalem, said, “let us also go, 

that we may die with him.” Why was he not known as “Thomas the searcher” or “Thomas the bold?”  

 

Truth to tell, Thomas did nothing more than ask for physical evidence, the kind of evidence that the other 

apostles enjoyed. He happened to be at the wrong place at the wrong time.  
 

During this time of the liturgical year, our first reading does not come from the Old Testament, but from the 

Acts of the Apostles - a chronicle by Luke of the earliest days of the Christian community in the aftermath of 



the resurrection. It tells of what difference the resurrection made in the community members’ lives.  

 

Today, we hear about the praying, caring and sharing Jerusalem community that gathered to break bread 

[celebrate Eucharist]. They were trying a different way of living and working together. In just a few chapters, 

we shall hear others quarreling over who is getting more attention than whom, what some leaders are saying 

that is different from other leaders.  

 

On balance, thousands came to the Lord.  

 

How about us? What difference has the resurrection really made in our lives in the last week? Who among us 

cannot say we have not seen the lord? It is probably not through a weeping statue or a miraculous smell of 

roses, but haven’t we seen him in his care for us, seen him in a miraculous recovery from an accident of 

someone we know? Haven’t we seen him in someone who has turned his/her life around after a painful 

divorce? A sudden death? A terrible loss?  

 

Haven’t we marveled at the wisdom that springs from the mouth of a child? From our own mouth at times we 

didn’t know what to say and whispered an urgent prayer . . . and it worked? Haven’t we felt his presence as 

we prayed, as we sang in a moving liturgy?  

 

We have seen him.  

 

In today’s Gospel, Jesus said: “ as the father has sent me, so I send you. What Thomas encountered in the 

locked room did not stay there. The apostles spread the good news as they were directed . . . To Rome, to 

Greece, to Eastern Europe. Tradition has it that Thomas carried the good news even to India.  

 

We need to witness, too. We need to be contagiously enthusiastic. The name for this is evangelization. Too 

often we associate this word with TV, preachers and snake oil religion. Evangelization simply means us 

telling the good news.  

 

I invite you to celebrate the resurrection with something more substantial than frothy egg nag and possibly a 

new outfit - to reach out to someone with the good news of the resurrection. To offer someone the life of the 

risen Jesus, the compassion of Jesus Christ.  

 
      

THIRD SUNDAY OF EASTER (May 4, 2014)  
The final chapter of Luke’s Gospel (Chapter 24) tells of a wonderful episode that occurred on Easter 

afternoon. This account appears only in Luke.  

 

Two disciples, Cleopas - and perhaps his wife - were travelling the seven-mile journey to Emmaus. They were 

crestfallen. Jesus had been killed. Some strange stories about “sightings” of Jesus were circulating. These 

stories were not compelling enough to detain them in Jerusalem. This is the story that forms the context of 

where we may meet the living Jesus: faith in the Resurrection comes from experience of the risen Lord.  

 

The two were heading westward, away from the light of the world. Their hope in a warrior-king Messiah was 

dashed. A stranger falls into step with them. To them he was an outsider, one who neither shared their loss nor 

understood their grief. He asks, “What are you discussing as you go your way?” They respond by asking, 

“Are you the only resident of Jerusalem who does not know what went on there these past few days?” Jesus 

counters by asking, “What things?”  

 

He came as a stranger. They did not recognize him. Nor did others who were close to him. We may well ask 
why people did not immediately recognize him after the resurrection. There may be two reasons for this: 



 Jesus as risen must have looked somewhat different than before he died.  

 What the mind does not anticipate, the eye does not see. Our expectations! Our expectations create 

selective perceptions, i.e., Mary Magdalene’s initial inability to recognize Jesus dressed as a 

gardener. 

What eventually enables the two to finally recognize Jesus? Two things:  

 

First, there was a discussion along the road. Crises play a big role in our road to spiritual development and 

maturity. God provides/provokes many crises by asking questions. After all, questions have a knack for 

putting us on the spot. Some standouts among Jesus’ questions include:  

 

Who do you say that I am?  

Where is your husband?  

“What are you discussing as you go your way?”  

“What things?” 

 

They had to articulate where they were with all of this.  

 

Then, he gifted them with a new experience: “How slow you are to believe all that the prophets have 

announced.” Their selective perception of the prophets was narrow. They expected him to be a warrior-king 

who would free Israel from Rome. They failed to consider texts that referred to the suffering and death of 

god’s servant. They avoided the cross as Peter had done, and probably Judas as well, as perhaps, we all do. In 

his response, Jesus made sense of things. Unfortunately, his words to them were never recorded. Their hearts 

burned within them.  

 

Then, there was a real meal for them in Emmaus.  

 

Approaching Emmaus, Jesus appeared to be continuing on, reminiscent of Revelation 3:20: “Here I stand, 

knocking at the door. If anyone hears me calling and opens the door, I will enter his house and have supper 

with him and he with me.” We recall the picture with Jesus standing at the door without an exterior handle.  

 

The two had the power to break off the new relationship with the stranger, to side step the obligation of 

hospitality. Another crisis provoked by Jesus, “And then, they recognized him in the breaking of the bread.”  

 

Both the words on the road and the action of the meal join to form Eucharistic language: On the road, Jesus 

spoke of the law, prophets, writings that are a summary of Jewish scriptures. We hear that today as the liturgy 

of the word. At home there is the breaking of the bread: Eucharistic language. Took bread, pronounced the 

blessing, broke.  

 

Of to Jerusalem, energized by the Good News.  

 

In the meantime, Peter had had a similar experience and had also returned to the community. That appearance 

is also one of the great untold stories. Only when we recognize Him in word + sacrament in the stranger, and 

in ourselves, will our hearts burn brightly enough to attract others to Christ’s fire.  

 

When we open ourselves to the uninvited stranger that God sets in our path, Jesus makes himself known to us 

in new ways. He becomes visible in the Middle Eastern immigrant with an impossible-to-pronounce name, in 

the shabby person with an impossible-to-believe story, and in the neighbor with impossible-to-accept irritating 

habits. Christ is “made known to us” every time we seek to be bread for others or when they do the same for 



us. May the stirrings of our hearts cause them to burn with desire to make Christ known to still others 

throughout the blessedness, brokenness, and sharing of our lives.  

 
      

FOURTH SUNDAY OF EASTER (MAY 11, 2014)  
Today is often called “Good Shepherd Sunday,” referring, of course, to Jesus. But, did you notice that Jesus 

does not call himself the “good shepherd” – at least, not directly?  

 

He calls himself the sheep gate - and for good reason. In those days, flocks of sheep were kept overnight in a 

common enclosure; the walls were stone - and high enough that the top was beyond the claws and the jaws of 

the wolves and other predators that prowled the countryside. Such is the case, even today. At nightfall each 

shepherd leads his sheep into the sheepfold. In the morning, the shepherd leads his flock out again. The sheep 

know the sound of the shepherd’s voice.  

 

A visitor to the Holy Land asked why there were not gates to the sheepfolds. The guide replied, “That is an 

easy one; that is where the shepherds sleep.” The sheep gate and the shepherd are one and the same.  

 

The shepherd is the only defense for the sheep. He remains at the most vulnerable point. He lies down 

between the sheep and any predators - to protect them and even possibly to give his life for them.  

 

As we know, sheep are not particularly intelligent. Jesus’ point is the fidelity and the vigilance of the 

shepherd; it is always a mistake to try to carry a metaphor beyond the point being made; here, shepherding is 

the point. Jesus is not referring to us as dumb animals.  

 

When we stop to think about it, the metaphor, shepherding, actually denotes a relationship, a relationship of 

faithfulness, of protection, of nourishment, and care. If we think of shepherds, only as an office in the church, 

we can become disillusioned in these our days. And who of us has not experienced that in recent times.  

 

The chief priest in a parish is called “the pastor.” The chief pastor in a diocese is called “the bishop.” [He even 

carries the shepherd’s crook during liturgy]. The highest pastor worldwide is called “the Pope.”  

 

Most of us in church this day are shepherds, leaders in one way or another: within our family, within our 

parish, within our community. The Gospel challenges us to look to ourselves to examine our relationship of 

shepherding towards those in our care. Are we faithful to our task? Are we courageous? Are we watchful of 

what nourishment of food and drink as well as TV viewing and computer using? Of places we allow those 

under our care to go? Or have we, perhaps, somewhat abdicated our responsibility and thereby abused and 

allowed harm to come to our lambs by our negligence?  

 

Jesus is the supreme shepherd. He is the example to each of us in our roles as shepherds. He gave even his life 

for his sheep. Jesus as good and faithful shepherd inspires us to lead “ours” through the dark valleys of life.  

 

All of us need to keep our eyes on Jesus, the good shepherd and see the institutional church as a means, not an 

end, to foster our relationship with Jesus. In turn, we strive to improve our Vatican II understanding of church, 

the people of God, so that united to Christ, we may become all that we are called to become.  

 

As we just heard at the end of the Gospel, recognition of Jesus as supreme shepherd leads us to enjoy the 

promise of life in abundance. The good shepherd tells us that to give us life in abundance is why he came.  

 

 

     

FIFTH SUNDAY OF EASTER (MAY 18, 2014)  
Doesn’t it seem strange to hear part of Jesus’ last supper discourse repeated during late Eastertime? It makes 

sense only in its liturgical context: Jesus’ words at the time of his saying goodbye.  



 

The disciples sound much like young children when parents tell them that they are going out. Where are you 

going? When are you coming back? Who is going to stay with us? Did you notice that the disciples – like 

young children - did not ask what is going to happen with Jesus; they ask only what is going to happen to 

them. Our generation is not the inventor of self-centeredness.  

 

Thomas and Philip are the disciples who are the “straight-men” in this scene of “Johanine misunderstanding.” 

Johanine misunderstanding is the name for a device the author, john, uses to introduce and set up a “Jesus 

explanation.’  

 

Jesus is not talking about where he is going as a place with an address; nor does he call it heaven. Jesus is 

talking about relationship, his and our relationship with the father. Through faith, the disciples will be able to 

recognize the relationship that already exists between Jesus and his father. Ultimately, faith, trust in God, will 

allow his followers to enter fully into that divine relationship: mutual indwelling. That is “the way, the life” in 

his truthfully proclaiming himself: “The way, the truth and the life.”  

 

This same reality is what he calls elsewhere “the Kingdom of the Father.” The interpenetrating of the divine 

and our human consciousness is “the belonging” that we all desire in the depths of our hearts. This is the heart 

of John’s message. A bit lofty? Absolutely! John is depicted as an eagle in Christian art because of his lofty, 

theological soaring, not because he had feathers.  

 

This surely transcends a description of heaven as “pie in the sky when you die.” This is not the notion of 

heaven for Muslim men - being with “72 dark-eyed virgins.” Yet, Jesus’ words give us only an inkling, 

because it is impossible to adequately describe what being with Jesus and the father actually is. As Paul in 1 

Corinthians said: “Eye has not seen, ear has not heard, nor has it so much as dawned on man what god has 

prepared for those who love him.” [1 Cor 2: 9,10]  

 

Jesus assures his listeners that they who believe in him will do the works he does—and even greater works. 

The list is long: caring for the sick, forgiving, comforting those in pain, protecting the weak and vulnerable, 

embracing the poor, eating with sinners, defending the rights of the victimized, denouncing injustice . . . and 

more.  

 

Our first reading from the acts of the apostles speaks to this and tells us of perhaps the first political moments 

in the new-born church where the spiritual needs of the church were not being matched by the material needs 

of some of the people of God. The work of the Twelve: preaching did not leave sufficient time for tending to 

the material needs; the office of deacons was created to care for needs of the Greek-speaking Christians. It 

was clearly a division of labor in the church. It had nothing to do with the establishing of a hierarchy. Deacons 

were co-workers.  

 

The early church, open to the work of the spirit, was not slow to move to see that the material and spiritual 

needs were met. We pray that we the church of the 21st century will do no less. We now share in Jesus’ 

ministry, there is a saying in Africa: “The path is made by walking.” Each time we demonstrate our faith by 

living Jesus both spiritually and materially. We take another step in making our next venturesome step easier 

and more light-footed.  

 
      

SIXTH SUNDAY OF EASTER (MAY 25, 2014)  
Easter is now five weeks behind us. Many of the flowers that celebrated Easter with us need a resurrection of 

their own.  

 
We have reveled in the new life of the risen Jesus and followed his path of appearances from tomb side to 

Emmaus to upper room to Galilee to five hundred seeing him at one time. Today, Jesus speaks of orphans: “I 

will not leave you orphans.” Are we aware that “orphan,” a word used over forty times in the bible, is used 



only once in all four Gospels? I got to thinking about orphans and how Jesus assures us about its opposite. 

Would it be that he is going to leave his followers in one way [physical presence] and Jesus with us in a new 

way?  

 

You have surely picked up on my worldview - seeing relationship as the basic category for talking about god 

and the people and things of God. The theologian and author, John Shea, is very helpful in developing the 

relational flow. I will use some of his thoughts in this homily. This gets a bit lofty, so fasten your seatbelts.  

 

At the physical level we come into existence when sperm joins egg and we are nourished for nine months in a 

relationship with our mother’s blood. Then we pass into a new and larger womb where we are in relationship 

with air, and with food and drink for nourishment.  

 

At the psychological/social level, we are cared for by others and internalize their influences to become who 

we are. Relationship is key in all theories of human development. We often name others in relational terms: 

mother, father, son, daughter, wife, husband, friend, enemy, boss, brothers and sisters, neighbors.  

 

At the spiritual level, we may develop our belief system with a philosophy from Nazism to humanism or 

many another. We may choose to believe in god and follow a theology of Judaism, Islam, Buddhism or other. 

Or, we may choose to put our faith in Jesus Christ. At times, we may think that “we pull ourselves up by our 

own bootstraps,” but this self-reliant posturing sooner or later gets dropped. “No man is an island.” 

Relationship is key.  

 

Jesus’ greatest teaching and greatest example concerns itself with the greatest relationship: love of both of 

God and of others.  

 

Now, late in Easter time we followers of Jesus hear him speaking of life after life. He tells us that the spirit is 

eternally present in created spirits, sustaining us in existence and filling us with life in a dance that survives 

death.  

 

Perichoresis is the technical term Christian theologians have for the inner life of the trinity. It literally means a 

dance, a life-giving movement that goes round and round without beginning or end. It is the love and the life 

of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. We hear in the gospels at this time that this Trinitarian dance is not 

for the divine persons only. God invites human persons to this dance. It is this invitation that Jesus reveals and 

imparts to his followers. Jesus speaks of his father and the spirit and himself dwelling within us. Our 

relationship is the beginning of life after life - we are already with our God in a real way.  

 

When we accept him in faith and respond to him directly by bringing our presence into his presence and 

communing with him in Eucharist. When we accept him indirectly in our neighbor by bringing our presence 

to our neighbor’s presence in loving response, we are never alone, never orphans.  

 

Remember the phrase, “the state of grace”? How static and lifeless that now sounds. The dynamic reality is 

the presence of the father - who made us, the son - who saved us, the spirit - who makes us holy - all dwelling 

within us. That is grace. That is the eternal dance. We become united to them more closely than we are united 

to ourselves.  

 

I hope that today’s homily may bring some peek into what “heaven” – eternal life with God - will be like.  

 

I hope that the understanding of our eastern brothers and sisters will make more sense in their saying: “God 

became man so that man might become God.” It seems that the church of the east is more conscious of this 

reality of presence. When they greet each other, they join their hands like this, bow, and say/pray. Namaste, 

that is, “The spirit within me greets the spirit within you.”  



 

With the Lord, we will never be orphans. We begin the indwelling, now we will dance forever, later.  

 
      

7th Sunday of Easter (June 1, 2014)  
Has this been a glorious spring? We seemed to go from winter to summer the last few years. The bright 

yellow of the forsythia this year was glorious. The vivid colors of the azaleas and wisterias as they bloom in 

their full glory are . . . glorious.  

 

Glory is a curious word.  

 

Five times in the Gospel and three times in the second reading we hear a form of the word “glory”: 

 glory given to God, 

 glory received by Jesus, 

 glory passed on, 

 glory of suffering for faithfulness to God. 

That word “glory” always puzzled me until I found a biblical scholar who made sense of it. “Glory” as used in 

John’s Gospel is “the manifestation of God’s majesty.”  

 

Jesus is the perfect revealer of God’s glory: 

 his healing, a manifestation of god’s majestic power 

 his preaching, a manifestation of god’s majestic wisdom 

 his forgiveness, a manifestation of god’s majestic 

 his teaching, a manifestation of god’s majestic truth 

 his compassion, a manifestation of god’s majestic love and graciousness 

Jesus’ obedience -listening - to the father was the critical mass. Listening has consequences, the consequences 

of his telling the truth about the father and the state of religious practice led inexorably to his passion and 

death.  

 

Those who were here on Good Friday may remember the homily about the last supper being the turning point 

in Jesus’ life. The time of action in his life when he got up from the table and went to the garden of 

gethsemane. In the garden the passive voice began to be operative. Jesus was arrested, was bound, was tried, 

was found guilty, was stripped, was flogged, was made to carry his cross, and was crucified. All passive 

voice.  

 

Action ceased and passiveness began: passion in this context of “passion and death” is the flip side of action. 

Jesus had completed his actions of preaching, teaching and healing.  

 

Now we recall the words of today’s Gospel when he prayed to his father:  

 

“Father, the hour has come. Give glory to your son that your son may give glory to you. I have given you 

glory on earth by finishing the work you gave me to do. Father, give me glory at your side.”  

 

At Jesus’ “hour of glory” passersby’s scoffed at him and jeered. There was nothing outwardly glorious in him 

as he hung on the cross. Yet it was precisely in this “hour” that God’s glory was most present, even if 

unrecognized. Jesus manifested the Father’s majesty as much in his passivity as in his activity.  
 

We glorify our father both by doing the work God sends us - action- and working through those things that 



“happen” to us - passion. We hear Jesus continue in his last supper discourse: “I have given them the glory 

you gave me that they may be one, as we are one - I living in them, you living in me - that their unity may be 

complete.”  

 

We glorify God and are glorified by God in being united to him.  

 

Spring flowers manifest God’s majesty in their visible, glorious beauty. We manifest God’s majesty in the not 

always visible-to-us beauty of our lives. Our glory will follow as day follows night.  

 
      

Pentecost Sunday (June 8, 2014)  
Since we were tiny tots we have been learning that some things are hot and some are cold. We learned that it 

is good to know about this before we touch something. When something is hot, we say it’s hot as fire . . . Or, 

in August, we might say: Today was hot as hell. When something is cold, we say, “It’s ice-cold.”  

 

Fire and ice are effective metaphors for personal, relational, and spiritual realities. In fact, we categorize our 

relationships by their temperatures. Our emotions are the thermometers. I hear, “She is hot stuff . . . a real 

hotty.” [But, what would a simple priest know about that?] “He really burns me up.” At the other end of the 

thermometer, ice is associated with the absence of passion. We talk about an “icy stare,” a “cold shoulder,” 

we speak of relationships “warming up” or “cooling off”.  

 

With long-term relationships, couples, good friends, find a comfortable temperature between fire and ice. 

Warm is used for daily life. Of course there will be occasional spikes of higher and lower temperatures - and 

that is normal in relationships; that is life. But. On balance, warm is good; we want warmth in our valued 

relationships - the warmth of security and trust, the warmth of understanding and acceptance, the warmth of 

devotion and care.  

 

Two thousan years ago Jesus and the early church -- building on human experience -- spoke and wrote most 

eloquently. Today, on this feast of Pentecost, we hear Luke’s spectacular account of Pentecost: hearing a 

noise like a strong driving wind, with miraculous communication and fire! “Tongues” - - because they would 

preach the word - - “as of fire,” rested on each.” Think of it! Fire from heaven, dramatic manifestations of the 

coming of the Holy Spirit. Almost terrifying in its drama. The drama did not occur again in this book or 

anyplace else in scripture - no later sounds of rushing winds and no more tongues of fire. But. There was 

enthusiasm; there was excitement in relationship of persons with God and God in Jesus -- and among the 

members of the community.  

 

The Holy Spirit is the fire of god that inspires, incites warmth in our sometimes-chilly hearts toward each 

other and toward all of God’s children. Within us the Holy Spirit is the fire that stands over against the ice of 

our cold- heartedness, our selfishness, our deadness. The fire burns with us, not to produce some sort of 

visible, celestial pyrotechnics, but to incite us to be loving. We recall Paul writing to the Corinthians in regard 

to the various gifts of the Holy Spirit; he concluded: “The greatest of these is love.”  

 

The fire ignited at our baptism burns within our depths; it needs to be nurtured on this feast. The essence of 

sin is the attempt to put the flame out or say that less-than-warm is good. Is “being cool” good? ... A question 

for pondering.  

 

When we speak of hot and cold in relationships, we recall the glorified Jesus spoke some scary words to the 

Laodiceans in the Book of Revelation: “I know your deeds; I know you are neither hot nor cold! But, because 

you are lukewarm, neither hot nor cold,” --- and now the scary part --- “I will spew you out of my mouth.” 

Our Lord gives hope a few verses later: “Here I stand, knocking at the door. If anyone hears me calling and 
opens the door, I will enter his house and have supper with him, and he with me.” Warm. This is the picture 

on the holy card with a gentle Jesus standing by a door with no handle on the outside. We must open the door 

from the inside of our hearts.  



 

Today is the feast of Pentecost. The first Christian community moved from fear and inertia to pants-on-fire 

enthusiasm. We have fire within us. We also have some chill within us. This feast reminds us to open our 

hearts to the Holy Spirit, the spirit of love who reminds us of our baptism, and calls us to moments of fire and 

the realization of warmth -- for the long haul.  

 

The Holy Spirit has called each of us by our own name. St. Francis de sales stated so clearly the manner of 

our call: “Be who you are and be it well.” Today is a day to become very aware of our gifts, not our shortfalls. 

A day to pray: “Come holy spirit.” Today is a day to examine how we are developing the individual, unique 

gifts that the Lord has given us. Today is a day of warmth - even of fire.  

 

Today is Pentecost, the day of the great gathering and the day of the great sending out. We have been waiting 

for the spirit; let’s show our faith to the world.  

 
      

Trinity Sunday (June 15, 2014)  
When we read all that Jesus is quoted as saying, we conclude that god is surely one -- as the Jews 

believe. But, god is also, somehow, three. All Christian faiths accept this truth. It is absolutely the deepest 

mystery, for it concerns the very nature of God. For us to discuss it is like a colony of ants trying to put a 

human person under a microscope and then determine what human nature really is. As ants are to us, we are 

to God . . . With an even greater, an infinite gap between God and us.  

 

Our god is 3 persons so in love with one another that they are one and so in love with us that they do 

everything possible to share the joy of our life and love and make us one with themselves -- closing the gap to 

some degree.  

 

That said, let us turn our attention to today’s Gospel. No verse of the Bible is better known than the first verse 

of today’s Gospel, designated as Jn 3:16. We see “Jn 3:16” on TV. --- Hanging on banners on stadium walls 

at sports events. It has become a sort of Magna Carta of the Christian faith. “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.”  

 

Everything that the church at its best believes and teaches and does --grows out of that. It is a summary 

statement of Christian theology, the inspiration of Christian service, the basis of Christian ethics.  

 

To understand Jn 3:16, the context of the verse needs to be understood. The context is the relationship 

between Jesus and a Pharisee by the name of Nicodemus. Nicodemus appears only in John’s Gospel; he 

appears three times.  

 

Nicodemus first came to see Jesus at night. In John’s Gospel the author uses darkness to indicate 

unbelief. Night indicates that he was “still in the dark” about who Jesus really was. Perhaps it also indicates 

that he did not want to be seen by his fellow Pharisees. Perhaps, both.  

 

We see him a second time after he saw the worth of Jesus’ words. He steps up to defend Jesus among his 

fellow Pharisees. He comes closer to the light.  

 

Finally, when Nicodemus witnessed the death Jesus bravely died without recanting his words of love, 

Nicodemus steps boldly into the light as a Jesus-man. He brings the myrrh and aloes for Jesus’ 

burial. Nicodemus comes to belief slowly, but he comes. He comes out of the darkness into the light, just as 

you and I come in stages into deepening our belief in Jesus.  

 
Jesus spoke today’s words to Nicodemus about God’s love the first time they met. I’d like to briefly talk about 

3 words in this Magna Carta of Christianity. The material universe, in terms of magnitude, is measured in a 

phrase that had to be invented: light years. The spiritual magnitude of God’s love for you and me is even 



greater, but it is expressed here in one, puny word: “so.”  

 

God so loved the world, not God the father was so . . . angry . . .with the world that Jesus obediently had to 

come to come and suffer and die to appease the father - as an older theology tries to teach us. We need to 

remind ourselves of the depth of god’s love from time to time because we see so much of the lack of love in 

our world.  

 

The second and third words are eternal life. Eternal life in the New Testament does not simply mean perpetual 

existence. Eternal life is not about quantity of existence, but a new and better quality of life.  

 

To try, albeit poorly, to illustrate, imagine that you invited three extremely talented athletic worshipers to 

perform a demonstration of the trinity with arms tightly linked around each other’s waists. They begin to 

whirl around so fast that they become an indistinguishable blur. They appear as one though they remain three 

distinct persons. That is the dance into which we are swept at our death. Something like that is “eternal life.”  

 

This is not about a statement of creedal faith, which we recite. This is about biblical faith, by which we are 

saved. Eternal life does not come from believing that “things” are true, but from being “born from above,” 

believing in Jesus, throwing in our lot with Jesus, entering a sphere of existence where Jesus is number one in 

our lives.  

 

We recall the holy picture of the gentle Jesus, standing outside a door with no doorknob on his side and recall 

those words described in the Book of Revelation [3:20]: “Here I stand, knocking at the door. If anyone hears 

me calling and opens the door, I will enter his house and have supper with him, and he with me.” A dinner 

dance!  

 

When we open the door to our hearts to the lord, things are never the same. It is as though we are given new 

eyes. We have a new perception of reality, a new awareness of how things really are. We hear an echo of Jn 

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.”4  

 
      

Body and Blood of Christ (June 22, 2014)  
The readings for this year’s cycle, [Year A], used to be the only set of readings for about 400 of the last 440 

years on this Sunday. Ancient church liturgists tried to pick the very best readings from the bible. These are 

what we just heard today as we celebrate the solemnity of the most holy body and blood of Christ.  

 

One curiosity of John’s Gospel is that five of the twenty original chapters of his Gospel are devoted to the 

Last Supper. And, yet, there is zero mention of bread or wine at the meal. Why? Because John had written 

extensively about Eucharist back in his magnificent chapter six.  

 

In today’s gospel from chapter 6, we heard: “if you do not eat of the flesh of the son of man and drink his 

blood, you have no life in you. He who feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise 

him up on the last day.” John does not use the ordinary word for “eat” in this last verse; he uses the Greek 

verb trogein - to tear with the teeth, to gnaw. The strongest, most vivid language! And, he uses it four times in 

this section for emphasis.  

 

The earliest church communities understood these words to be literally true. The bread and wine really 

becomes the body and blood of Jesus.  
 

In ancient Judaism this would not have been so strange as it sounds to us. Back then, there were two 

sacrificial practices: first, there was the holocaust, the total incineration of the animal -- asking for divine 



acceptance. The second practice was called a “sin offering” to achieve at-one-ment with god through the 

shedding of blood. While the whole animal was offered to God, a portion of the flesh could be given to the 

priests and the rest could be given back to the worshiper who could then feast on it. Since the animal had 

been offered to God, something of god was thought to dwell in the offering. Therefore, the worshiper left the 

feast with a sense of God within. So, there was a Jewish precedent for divine presence and food.  

 

I’d like to make two points: one, theological and the other, personal.  

 

First: this miracle of bread and wine changed into body and blood was later given by catholic-theologians the 

fancy name “transubstantiation.” There are some who find this unacceptable. Real presence is just too 

“unscientific” for them. But, when we stop to think, is it any more difficult to accept that bread and wine 

become the body and blood of Christ than to accept the fact that broccoli, French fries, and chocolate ice 

cream become the body and blood of you and me -- using the fancy name of biologists: “assimilation”?  

 

Assimilation is accepted as a scientific fact. Transubstantiation is rejected by some in spite of the biblical 

evidence in John’s Gospel.  

 

Second: if we really believe that this particle, this sip, is really the body and blood of Jesus, why are we not 

more awed than we are when we receive our lord?  

 

Do we need to take time to remind ourselves of the magnificent miracle, the awesome reality of Jesus coming 

into you and me at mass with a fervent amen when we receive our lord and then take time to “be” with Jesus, 

tospeak with him . . . And to listen?  

 

The Eucharist is not about some “thing” to be “received.” It is so much deeper. It is mutual presence, at-one-

ment, the relationship.This is the personal aspect of Eucharist. It is a giant step beyond the second kind of 

Jewish sacrifice, the sin offering. We have personal encounter with him and we gradually change in the 

encounter. The encounter changes us. We eventually live Jesus.  

 

Jesus draws us to a deeper level of spiritual truth and life. He also tries to wean us from spiritual baby food, 

the “things” of religion. Childish practices that, at an earlier stage, were all that we could manage, today, they 

would keep us undernourished. He cultivates our spiritual taste for the awesome,  

 

And, he bluntly tells us those who eat live; those who don’t, die.  

 
      

Saints Peter and Paul (June 29, 2014)  
When the feast of Saints Peter and Paul falls on a Sunday, it bumps the numbered Sunday of the year. The 

scripture readings for this feast day favor peter. Only the second reading mentions Paul, and, unfortunately, it 

is a quote from a letter attributed to Paul, but probably written in Paul’s style by someone else at a later date.  

 

A more appropriate, second reading would be from Gal [2:11-14] where Paul rebukes Peter for his deception 

of hiding his eating with Gentiles from the visiting Jerusalem Jews. Peter and Paul disagreed, but were not 

disagreeable. Peter, the leader, listened to Paul, the theologian.  

 

Peter and Paul were the most noteworthy leaders in the earliest days; each has his own personal feast day, yet 

it is appropriate to celebrate these men together. They displayed teamwork, collaboration, and subsidiarity.  

 

Let’s profile this dynamic duo. First, Peter. Peter was a simple, uneducated fisherman. Jesus chose him to lead 

his fledgling church. On the upside, Matthew relates his being re-named “rock,” the foundation stone of the 
church. Jesus picked him to be present at his transfiguration and in the garden of gethsemane on Good Friday 

eve.  

 



The Acts of the Apostles later relates his cure of the lame man at the beautiful gate [vigil] and his deliverance 

from prison by an angel, detailed in today’s first reading.  

 

Peter was a favorite of Matthew in his Gospel; there is a tradition of Peter evangelizing the church in Syria, a 

probable location for Matthew’s community. Matthew adds the blessing of keys that will control judgments 

binding both on earth and in heaven.  

 

There is more going on here than the Matthean community’s favoritism of Peter: it may have been an early 

church political statement. The Jewish -Christians would have expected James to emerge as the preeminent 

apostle because of his traditionalism, while the Gentile Christians would have expected Paul because of his 

progressivism. Ever the pastor, Matthew presents Peter as the leader chosen by Jesus and the one who can 

hold both traditionalists and progressives together by providing a rock solid center.  

 

On the downside, Simon Peter is the leading candidate as the patron saint of us who sometimes put our foot in 

our mouths. He was surely good at it. He was the one who denied that he even knew Jesus - and did it three 

times. The rock could probably be called Peter putty during and for some time after Jesus’ suffering and 

death. Peter was not listed with the other disciples after his denials until his triple profession of love. He later 

struggled to accept gentile converts into Christianity without coming through Judaism, but Paul convinced 

him.  

 

Paul of Tarsus was a tentmaker by trade, a Pharisee. He was a zealous and very intelligent Jew who became 

our first, recognized theologian. He was converted in a most dramatic way on the road to Damascus.  

 

Paul rejoiced at his fruitfulness in three perilous missionary journeys. The truth squads of his own Jewish 

coreligionists that hounded him, contradicting his teachings, wearied him; he was afflicted by rejection, 

beatings, shipwreck, and imprisonments. He was one tough apostle!  

 

These two men were filled with struggles and trials and travails. They dealt with controversy within the young 

Christian community. They argued with each other. Both wound up as political prisoners and were executed 

by the Romans. Peter was crucified upside down; Paul, as a roman citizen, had the luxury of being beheaded. 

Both were pillars of the early church.  

 

Our past gives context to the present and assurance for the future. Today we celebrate here the same 

Eucharist, the sacrament of unity that Peter and Paul celebrated in home churches.  

 

Let’s remember the struggles of Peter and Paul, learn from them and their mentor, Jesus -- and never lose the 

ground that God calls us to gain in his name!  

 
      

14th Sunday in Ordinary Time (July 6, 2014)  
The first and third readings today easily shock us. At the very least we are greatly surprised. The Jews “knew” 

from their experience that kings came dressed in regal splendor with squadrons of chariots, countless warriors 

and retinue. Imagine how the Jews felt when they heard that their king would come riding on a jackass?  

 

A common and almost universal error many good, religious people make is that we/they identify the holy with 

the extraordinary, the divine with the spectacular. Stories of weeping Madonna’s, bleeding crucifixes, and 

divine fireworks attract thousands -- and a media blitz. We think that being there will bring an experience of 

“the holy” - something may somehow rub off. Folks travel far for the mere possibility of that experience.  

 

We heard Jesus correcting this false impression a moment ago. God’s truth, the divine message, does not have 
to enter our lives through the amazing and the startling, but most of the time, through the ordinary and the 

commonplace. As with the prophet, the Lord is not to be found in the whirlwind, but in the still, small breeze 

of a whisper. This is probably not the way we might think to promote the good news ourselves, but the record 



shows that it is clearly God’s way.  

 

Therese Martin became a Carmelite nun in the last century. One day, she told her prioress that she wanted to 

be a saint. When the prioress scolded her for pride, she replied that she would be a quiet, secret saint. Her 

simplicity, her candor and her lack of pretense were the most notable things about her. Interestingly, Jesus’ 

words in today’s gospel about God revealing himself to mere children were very special to St. Therese. Her 

spirituality has become known as “the little way” of the little flower.  

 

Where did she get that idea? The Carmelite charism is prayer. They do not have a model of spirituality like 

Franciscans, Jesuits, and Oblates. Where did she get her spirituality? Her spirituality, we are told, came from 

her aunt, a Visitandine nun, who taught her the way of St. Francis de Sales. Francis advised doing ordinary 

things extraordinarily well.  

 

Some years ago, in the midst of global tension Samantha Smith, a fifth grader, wrote to the Soviet leader, Yuri 

Andropov, asking if he intended to wage war on the U.S. Samantha cut through to the heart of the matter. She 

asked simply and directly: “Are you going to make war?” Andropov invited Samantha to Russia. Her visit and 

death two years later in a plane crash received wide publicity. Samantha’s ordinariness accomplished what the 

“wise and learned” negotiators failed to do.  

 

All of the above heard the words of Jesus’ prayer in today’s Gospel: “I thank you, father, lord of heaven and 

earth because you have hidden these things from the wise and the intelligent and have revealed them to mere 

children.”  

 

Implied in Jesus’ prayer are two very important ideas. First - those he called “mere children” are more likely 

to be open to God’s word. Being ordinary or poor may not be anything particular in them to recommend them, 

but as it works out, these people are often the ones who are open to the word of God.  

 

Don’t we learn from our experience that the learned and the clever sometimes have a hard time getting 

beyond their own learning and their own cleverness? Talk is cheap; slick talkers are ineffective in the long 

run; children see right through them.  

 

Also implied in Jesus’ words is a second important idea. Isn’t it true that parents find lost children more often 

than the other way around? When anyone receives God’s word, it is not so much that they discover the truth 

for themselves, as that God has revealed the truth to him or her. In other words, we do not find him; he finds 

us.  

 

When Jesus refers to his disciples and followers as “mere children” his words bring us to a fundamental truth. 

Our knowledge and love of God are gifts we receive rather than something we do or achieve for ourselves out 

of our own learning or cleverness. Why we think that we make ourselves good/ holy by ourselves and what 

we do or choose not to do is a mysterious aberration.  

 

The Gospel phrase “learned and clever” seems reminiscent of that more modern phrase, “the rich and 

famous.” The lifestyles of the rich and famous are constantly being held up to us for envy, awe -- and perhaps 

imitation, at some level. Jesus tells us that “the rich” and the tabloids tell us that many of the “famous” do not 

have a jump on being on the right track. Even Hollywood darlings have their share of troubles.  

 

The Little Flower, Francis de Sales, Francis of Assisi and so many other masters of the spiritual life led lives 

easily overlooked by the more sophisticated: true happiness can be found in what we are rather than what we 

have, what we do or what we long for.  

 

In the simple, ordinary events of life, we find our Lord -- like children, with upturned faces, expectant eyes, 
open arms hands and hearts.  

 
      



15th Sunday in Ordinary Time (July 13, 2014)  
This weekend (as well as the next two) provides a series a series of parables from Matthew’s Gospel dealing 

with how Jesus’ message was received.  

 

In the today’s reading, we heard God speaking through Isaiah, the prophet: “The word that goes forth from 

my mouth shall not return to me void, but shall do my will, achieving the end for which I sent it.” In the 

Gospel, we hear from Jesus: “Let anyone with ears to hear, listen.”  

 

Is there anyone in church today who does not have someone close who has been exposed to the message of 

Jesus, but will not accept Jesus and what he has to say? Secondly, is there anyone of us in church that does not 

have to look in the mirror to see what kind of soil we are becoming?  

 

Each of us listens to Jesus’ parable at two levels.  

 

First, the level of the farmer - as preacher, parent, spouse, friend, we identify with Jesus in the parable of the 

sower. We, as well as Jesus, are sowers of seed. Primitive Palestinian farmers did the opposite of modern 

farmers. They sowed on top of unturned soil, and waited to see what kind the soil it was after plowing.  

 

For Jesus, three of the four portions of seed his farmer spreads either never takes root or never reach maturity. 

Only one of four seeds produces a yield, but it is so great that it makes up for all the lost seed. Like 

Palestinian farmers, no matter how hard we hope and pray and try to sow faith-ideas, we do not know what 

kind of soil our “seed” will fall upon until later, perhaps much later. We cannot control the soil of another. 

Everyone has a free will to choose the soil he/she will become -- accepting or rejecting.  

 

You might get discouraged, unless you remember the math of the seeds. Have patience. No farmer plants and 

harvests in the same day. Those insights that you fear are bouncing off the hard soil of your child, spouse, 

friend or colleague will one day take root and bring a harvest of wisdom and knowledge. You may not see it 

soon. You may not see it in your lifetime. As someone once said, “Children always obey the teaching of their 

parents, but it is seldom while the parent is still alive to enjoy it.” We need to remember that we are only the 

sowers; God alone provides the harvest.  

 

Second, we need to listen to the parable at the level of the kinds of soil. [This part of the scripture was 

probably added by Matthew as a response to the difficulties within his community, and was not part of Jesus’ 

original words.] We listen to the parable of the soil and identify with one of the types of soil.  

 

Unlike the soil outside our houses that is not self-determining, we have the power to decide what kind of soil 

we shall become. We may need to soften the rigid [the skepticism, the unforgiveness] we may need to 

crumble the rocky [the hard headedness]; we may need to clear away the thorny [the thorny persons, places or 

things that ensnare us and prevent our growth].  

 

The word of God as seed will produce fruit far beyond our expectations and in spite of our disappointments.  

 

This is good news!  

 
      

16th Sunday in Ordinary Time (July 20, 2014)  
Did you ever wonder how parables became famous? I heard a fascinating story about the origins.  

 

Once upon a time, there was truth. Truth remained as naked as the day he was born. He was also called 
“unvarnished truth” by some hardwood finishers, “bald truth” by some barbers. “unadulterated truth” by. . . 

Well, let’s move along.  



 

Truth was different. Truth wandered thru the city, completely naked, stripped of every embellishment - and 

when people got one look at him, he was shunned. Many could not face him.  

 

One day, parable met truth and stayed long enough to ask a question: why do you look so woebegone? Truth 

answered that people avoided him because he was old and -- because he could not communicate, he had no 

sense of purpose in life. Parable disagreed and said that it was not age, that he, parable, was as old as truth, 

that older was more attractive. Parable felt that he got better with age.  

 

Parable offered to tell truth a secret. The secret was this: people do not like things bare and plain; they like 

them dressed up. Parable then offered some of his clothes to truth and truth accepted the offer.  

 

When truth was clothed in the clothing of parable, truth then became welcome where he was previously 

avoided. From that time on, truth clothed in parable has been esteemed and loved by all.  

 

Jesus knew this, so much of what he told us is truth, clothed with the clothing of parable.  

 

We have been hearing several of Jesus’ parables in Matthew’s gospel. Last week we heard the parable about 

the different kinds of soil that the word of God falls upon. This week, we hear the parable about wheat and 

weeds. We hear mini-parables in the similes about mustard seed and yeast. These are not like Aesop’s fables 

that simply entertain; these are Jesus’ parables that convey profound truth.  

 

Last week’s and today’s parables tell us the way that the kingdom of God grows. They have come to be called 

the “growth parables.” The simple, unclothed truth is: the kingdom of God continues to grow in the presence 

of those who work against it. Also, small, almost unnoticed beginnings - like the tiny mustard seed and the bit 

of yeast -- have wonderful, unforeseeable, and vitally important results . . . But only later.  

 

We can listen to these parables at two levels: the individual, personal level and the community level. As 

individuals, we realize that you and I are composed of both wheat and weeds. The old adage is true: “There is 

a little bit of bad in the best of us and there is a little bit of good in the worst of us, so, it never behooves any 

of us to talk about the rest of us.” As Jesus said, “ Who of you can throw the first stone?”  

 

At the other level, the community level, the parable also speaks to us, it reminds us there is an inclination 

among some to go against the lesson of Jesus. Some - even “pillars of the church” - are ordained as shepherds 

to feed lambs and sheep and protect against wolves. Wolves are readily recognized. Shepherds are not 

weeders; Jesus called some followers to be shepherds, not weeders.  

 

As Jesus points out in today’s gospel, identifying and rooting out weeds is a dangerous enterprise. 

Dangerous, first, because the chance of injuring the wheat is great; innocent people may get hurt. Second, it is 

dangerous because the one who is rooted out is all too often not a weed, but another strain of wheat unfamiliar 

to the one who is doing the weeding.  

 

There is a saying: “Everyone is someone else’s weirdo.” Isn’t it true that in the larger Christian community, 

everyone is someone else’s weed?”  

 

Weeders tend to be legalistic rule keepers, and tend to exclude with ruthless judgment and harsh 

condemnation. Weeding is the work of the self-righteous. Self-righteousness is an evil that gives false security 

- like the Pharisees who did not see the wheat from the weeds, the Christ from the crowd.  

 

Jesus reminds us today in parable to be patient and non-judgmental, not self-righteous and arrogant with those 

around us who are different. We have been told on divine authority that we do not have the skill necessary to 
be weeders.  

 



Jesus reminds us that our father is in charge and that we must not rush to judgment. His kingdom will 

continue to grow slowly, relentlessly, and . . .surprisingly.  

 
      

17th Sunday in Ordinary Time (July 27, 2014)  
So often the connection between the first reading and the Gospel is one of similarity. Today, we hear 

contrast.  

 

We remember David, Solomon’s father, who began his “ministry” in his youth by killing Goliath with his 

slingshot. The great hero, as an adult, became an embarrassment by taking the wife of Uriah, one of his 

soldiers, and having Uriah killed in a cover-up of his adultery.  

 

Today we hear Solomon, the boy-king, pleasing God by asking for what God possesses: wisdom - and an 

understanding heart.  

 

As a grown-up king, Solomon took seven years to build God’s lavish temple; but he spent thirteen building 

his own palace, amid harsh labor and heavy taxes on his subjects. Solomon was warned. What did the wisest 

man do? He married 700 foreign women and took 300 concubines who provided alternate gods whose shrines 

arrived not long after the women. The endeavor divided the kingdom. Solomon’s “understanding heart” ended 

sadly. Maybe wisdom is not all its cracked up to is. Simply put, wisdom alone is not enough!  

 

Our Gospel brings to conclusion parable-packed chapter 13 with its emphasis on the mysterious presence and 

growth of the kingdom of God in parables from every day experience.  

 

Jesus parabled a farmer discovering and hiding a treasure. What was his point? Jesus was telling his hearers 

and us that the kingdom is like found money! It is not earned. The Lord freely gives it.  

 

Jesus parabled the merchant, who was smart enough to see that he should sell anything to get the great pearl. 

The pearl, in the pre-diamond era, was the most precious ‘thing’ on earth. Jesus was telling his hearers and us 

that we - like the merchant - should “trade up,” sell whatever it takes to possess the kingdom. If the merchant 

sold other pearls to get this one, we learn that our other pearls need to be sold off: prime attachment to 

knowledge, music, golf, sports, TV, even family needs to be prioritized. There is one pearl of great price.  

 

Jesus parabled the fisherman and his net to teach again that the ultimate judgment of who is in the kingdom 

and who is not, is his. [It is surely not we other fish]. This is what we heard last week in allowing the wheat 

and weeds to grow together. Jesus tells us that while there will be a judgment; we are not the ones to make 

that judgment.  

 

Teachers [modern scribes] need to be like the householder who takes the best of the old, the Torah, and joins 

it to the new, the teaching of Jesus. Many think that Matthew becomes autobiographical here; they think that 

Matthew himself is the scribe who knows how to go into the rich storehouse of tradition and brings forth both 

what is new and what is old. Both are essential for correctly proclaiming the kingdom of heaven. Of course, 

we do not live in the past, but we do build upon it. We must claim our authentic past in order to move into our 

authentic future.  

 

The decision of choosing the kingdom of god is basically the choice: will I be in charge of my own life or will 

I give priority in all things to the will of god. We often do not realize how self-willed and self-sufficient we 

try to be. Many prize their self-determination above all else. It comes as no surprise that our self-will is 

recognized as the basic cause of our difficulties. “Conversion” consists in sacrificing self-will to God’s will.  

 
A final point. Some of us remember the pre-Vatican II understanding that rather presumptuously identified the 

Roman Catholic Church as the kingdom of god on earth. Today we are more modest, we say that the church is 

an instrument of the kingdom of god. The kingdom of God is bigger than the church.  



 

Perhaps during the quiet-time during communion this morning we would do well to identify our competing 

pearls, examine them, and be sure that no one, no thing jeopardizes our treasure of the presence of God within 

us, the pearl of great price.  

 
      

18th Sunday in Ordinary Time (August 3, 2014)  
In the beginning of the Acts of the Apostles, we read of the Jerusalem community sharing what they had in 

common. When did they learn to do that? Perhaps, it was on this eventful day in Jesus’ life.  

 

Jesus was grieving the loss of John the Baptizer. He went off by himself by boat, but the crowd found out 

where he was going and ran around the shoreline of the lake to meet him.  

 

There’s that phrase again: “His heart was moved with pity.” Sad and weary as he was, he cured their sick.  

 

Toward evening, his disciples suggested he dismiss the crowds so that they could buy some food. Jesus 

countered with, “Give them something to eat yourselves.” We can almost hear the disciples’ reaction: “Who, 

us? Is he serious?” They said, “We have nothing here but five loaves and a couple of fish.” [Today, we might 

say, “The problem is too big; we don’t have the resources.”]  

 

In fairness, this response is sometimes understandable, but it lacks the dimension of faith. Jesus accepted what 

the disciple offered, looked up to heaven, blessed it, broke it and gave the loaves to the disciples to distribute.  

 

There is no specific account as to just how the fish and bread were “multiplied.” Did Jesus extend his hands 

and there was a pile of fish beneath one hand and a pile of bread beneath the other hand? Did the disciples 

hand out a loaf and, as if by magic, another loaf appeared in their hands?  

 

We need to remember that the Jewish people were no fools. They were a tribal people who knew how to 

travel. This insight gives rise to yet another possible interpretation of the multiplication. What if, Jesus 

knowing the people’s experience with traveling, asked the disciples to distribute what the people saw that 

Jesus and the disciples had. The disciples began to share the few loaves and fish. What if the people were so 

moved by such generosity that they reached beneath their own cloaks and pulled out the food that they had 

stashed, and every one shared with one another? Would this have been any less a miracle? Did you ever 

wonder where all those baskets for leftovers came from?  

 

Which is the historically correct version? The traditional version or the miracle of people sharing? Who 

knows? Either way, it is a miracle that is also mysterious. Perhaps, each of us should choose an answer as a 

little spiritual meditation.  

 

Jesus saw that the five loaves and a couple of fish were – wait for it - just a drop in the basket. But, both then 

and now, we learn that it is a mistake to do nothing because we can do only a little. Put another way: if 

anything is worth doing it is worth doing even poorly.  

 

It is a start. If each of us does something, something is better than nothing. We need to be creative - as the 

Father was when he magnificently made something out of nothing.  

 

Jesus did not - even in the first interpretation - create food out of thin air. He began with what the disciples 

had. In ministry of every kind, God does the same. The Father takes what we have and fills our physical, 

emotional, spiritual weakness with his power. This happens more often than we realize. Too often we assume 

that “things just worked out really well.” Right! And God smiles and slowly shakes his head.  
 

On the other hand, sometimes, when we are completely powerless, we need to “turn it over to God.” The 

temptation is to say this too soon. We need to make a prayerful decision as to what is within our grasp and 



what is beyond our control.  

 

Our celebration of Eucharist embodies the wondrous human-divine interaction in its most perfect form. We 

offer bread and wine. They become the body and blood of Christ, returned to us as divine, spiritual food for 

our journey  

 

Today and every day we receive Jesus we can be sure he has one thing to say to us, “Give them something to 

eat yourselves. Be who you are, and be that as generously as possible.”  

 
      

19th Sunday in Ordinary Time (August 10, 2014)  
All three readings have to do with faith - faith in hard, difficult times.  

 

First, we have the story of the prophet Elijah, who lived in 850 B.C. He was looking for help and reassurance 

from God. He had accomplished his mission from Yahweh of leading the children of Israel away from 

worship of Baal. He went so far as to have the prophets of Baal put to death. He won king Ahab’s favor by 

praying to God and ending the country’s three-year drought. But his wife, jezebel, doubted the drought had 

ended - and wanted Elijah dead. So, he was being hunted down, he expected God to back him as he had 

before against the false prophets of Baal.  

 

He fled for forty days and forty nights and was now hiding in a cave in Mt. Horeb, sulking because God had 

let him down. He is told to go outside and stand on the mountain. There were powerful winds, so strong that 

rocks were moved; he looks for God in the phenomenon, but there is nothing of God. An earthquake and a fire 

follow; God is not in the earthquake or in the fire. Only after the fire does Elijah hear a soft, whispering sound 

and Elijah recognizes the voice of the Lord.  

 

The story is testimony to the ways in which God is faithful to his word in unexpected ways and shows his 

presence in unexpected ways. We look to hear God’s word in the extraordinary; we do not expect to hear his 

voice in a tiny whisper. Expectations we put on God condition our faith and help or hamper our ability to 

recognize God and the activity of God.  

 

In the second reading, we hear Paul grieving for his Jewish brothers who have not recognized the fulfillment 

of God’s promise. Jesus did not match up to their expectation of a conquering hero. We are touched by the 

depth of Paul’s grief who is like the parent of an ailing child. Paul would like to exchange his life to relieve 

the ailing child. Paul would be willing to separate himself from Christ for their sake. That is, of course, 

impossible; one cannot have faith for another person. Paul carries a heavy heart, even as he turns to the 

gentiles to help them receive what was first promised to the Jews.  

 

How many times did we not receive God’s word to us because we expected a different message? We can only 

wonder.  

 

In the Gospel, we have a third variation of the theme. The disciples are terrified by the storm. Jesus reassures 

them and their faith strengthens.  

 

There is a contrast with Mark’s account that stresses the crippling fear. Matthew stresses that the power to 

overcome their fear comes from Jesus himself; only in Matthew do we read of Jesus walking on water. Peter 

recovers enough to want to share in Jesus’ power over the water; Jesus is willing to share his power, but 

Peter’s trust fails. He begins to sink, and Jesus once again rescues him.  

 

In these readings we learn that faith is a partnership, a dance. We and God have essential roles in this 
dynamic. Faith is God’s gift; but it requires our freely given response. What is highlighted in the readings is 

that even though we depend on god for the gift of faith, we have to be ready to play our part. That requires our 

trust, our openness and our being prepared to meet our God without preconditions set by us.  



 

In the first reading, Elijah expects to find God appearing in the dramatic: in wind or earthquake or fire, but he 

appears in the tiny whispering sound. How often have we thought that god is non-responsive, that God is 

being somehow an uncooperative partner when we have not really listened for God, especially in the quiet 

whispers.  

 

In the second reading, the Jews expect a different kind of God; we need to learn to let God be God. We are 

made to his image and likeness; he is not made in our image and according to what we like.  

 

In the third reading, we need to learn that we have to keep our eyes on Jesus, to receive his power in the 

difficult times.  

 

The readings are like a yellow caution light, directing us to slow down and look in all directions. We may be 

missing opportunities to hear God speak to us in new and unexpected ways.  

 

In times of peace, we prepare for war. At those impossibly difficult times in our lives when we want god to 

come into our lives like the cavalry to save the day, perhaps we can remember Elijah and Paul; we can 

remember Peter - and call out, “Lord, save me!”  

 

And listen for that small, still voice.  

 
      

20th Sunday in Ordinary Time (August 17, 2014)  
Jesus’ encounter with the assertive, Canaanite woman seems a bit strange, even harsh until we probe more 

deeply.  

 

At the very beginning, the story shows her as an outsider, an unnamed non-Jew who oddly greets Jesus as 

“Lord” and “Son of David.” She asks for his help for her daughter. Jesus, at first, is speechless, for this 

outsider precisely identifies, recognizes him in his two relationships: “Lord” - his vertical relationship with his 

father and “Son of David” - his horizontal relationship with fellow Jews.  

 

He fell silent, perhaps open-mouthed. He seems to be stymied for the moment. His trouble is not with her; it is 

within himself – in his heart and mind. She asks for mercy; he counters that his ministry is to Israel. He 

identifies her as a dog, which was the slang word for non-Jews at that time. She asks again for help.  

 

The woman not only persists, but also one-ups him by saying, “Even dogs get the scraps from the master’s 

table.” She had the final word; she persisted in her conviction that not only could Jesus help her daughter, but 

also that Jesus would help her. This “outsider” displays more faith than many of the children of Israel.  

 

Jesus himself appears to have a growth spurt in wisdom and knowledge and grace at this moment. Jesus 

expands his own view of the kingdom and of his ministry to include outsiders to the Jewish community. He 

thought “outside the box.” He now understands his mission more clearly and broadly. Initially, he had said 

that he came to save the lost children of the tribe of Israel. Now he realizes from seeing this woman’s faith 

that there are no outsiders to his Father’s kingdom because of ethnicity.  

 

The story ends with Jesus holding her up as an example of faith. She ends with being one of the most highly 

commended persons in the gospels: “O woman, great is your faith.”  

 

We can learn several lessons from this interchange. Just as life experiences changed Jesus, our life 

experiences and our experience of Jesus changes us, both enable us to enlarge our vision.  
 

Living Jesus means that we must leave our comfort zones and accept Jesus’ way of thinking and acting 

outside our box. We are constantly tempted to think inside our box, draw up lists of people who are okay and 



lists of folks whom god definitely does not love as much as he loves us. The irony is that we list not god’s 

priorities, but ours. Today, God is stretching us individually and communally to live God’s generous love.  

 

Love, to be alive and remain vital, needs freshening. Creativity, creative love, is necessary for us to move 

ourselves out of our box. Jesus saw faith in the Canaanite woman. He needed to respond with his Father’s and 

his love. He creatively expanded his own vision from exclusivity to inclusivity, from thinking / loving inside 

to outside the box. We have his example to move creatively from our current box thinking. He extended his 

healing to her daughter.  

 

Experience with “outsiders” is one, potential learning experience. We can creatively expand our horizons in 

experiencing people. Some are different from us and have something to teach us if we are open, not afraid and 

not suspicious of outsiders.  

 

Also, this unnamed Canaanite woman, like both the unnamed roman centurion and the unnamed Samaritan 

woman at the well is an anonymous foreigner of the gospel who had to think outside her box and move 

forward. Each has profoundly influenced the course of Christianity. Each lit his/her little candle. We need to 

light ours.  

 

Does this Gospel not challenge us to reflect both on our life experiences and to check on our box thinking?  

 
      

21st Sunday in Ordinary Time (August 24, 2104)  
Peter’s profession of faith in Jesus being both messiah and especially “son of the living god” amounts to a 

double profession of faith. [Mark and Luke state only the “Christ” title, omitting the “son of the living god.”] 

Jesus recognized this in peter by conferring a special leadership role. Peter is given the authority to bind 

obligations and loose obligations in the church. “Church,” a word that appears only three times in all four 

gospels, and all three are in Matthew. Keys are a symbol of power – as anyone sixteen years or older 

recognizes.  

 

Jesus clearly taught and lived that authority is exercised in service to people, “Not in lording it over them”, to 

use Jesus’ term. But, service also takes the form of providing direction, leading others on the way.  

 

Credibility once involved two individuals. Now, increasingly, credibility involves the basic institutions of our 

society: business, politics, and yes, the religious institution, church.  

 

Authority is a very broad topic. I would like to speak to two issues involving church authority. First, our 

church continues to suffer from abuse of authority. The authority that priests have with youth and children has 

been abused and has damaged so many, many lives and injured credibility vis-à-vis church. It involves only 

one or two percent of priests, but all of us priests are tarred with the same brush. That is a cross I never 

anticipated.  

 

There is the authority of bishops, archbishops, cardinals who transferred guilty priests and later covered up the 

evidence after 1985. 1985 was the critical year; it was the year this perversion was recognized as psychiatric 

disorders, and that fact was publicized. Every bishop in the United States got a warning letter. Some hierarchs 

ignored it.  

 

Scott Appleby, the church historian from the university of Notre Dame, spoke to the assembly of bishops in 

Dallas and called this behavior the “arrogance that comes with unchecked power.” To this day, the hierarchy 

has yet to take comprehensive responsibility for their failure. Humility - truth - demands that their failure not 

be denied, but be acknowledged and repented. Humility is at the core of the solution of the “problem.”  
 

A second issue of authority is church directives. Popes and bishops have authority and their words need to be 

taken seriously. In the previous chapter in Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus, condemns the Pharisees as poor leaders: 



“The blind leading the blind” and “this people honors me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.”  

 

What are we to do if it becomes apparent that we are being misled? We need to recognize that a leader’s 

proclamation is only one of the tools for discerning God’s will and forming our conscience. “Conscience” is 

not a divine implant. Actually, it is the name for using our intelligence when it addresses a moral question.  

 

We are also given another means to discern God’s will. Examining our life experiences in the necessary 

context of personal prayer and the presence of the Holy Spirit, is a valid pathway to discern God’s will, we 

carefully weigh all the circumstances involved in a moral action and then make our “conscience decision.”  

 

We need the courage to stand firm after our conscience decision. We also need humility and willingness to 

make mid-course corrections when we realize that we miscalculated and we are off course -- never 

compounding the mistake by trying to justify it.  

 

It takes courage, a loving heart, a listening ear, and a discerning spirit to hear the voice of God. We humbly 

trust in god to guide our path. Humility and trust; that is, “faith,” makes for a sure path.  

 

Many people have power and influence over us, but only those who love can lead us in faith. Let’s put our 

basic, our deepest trust where it can do the most good: in Jesus and anyone who, however imperfectly, 

convincingly lives in his spirit.  

 
      

22nd Sunday in Ordinary Time (August 31, 2014)  
A curious duo of people talking back to God forms the vehicle for today’s message in this turning point of 

Matthew’s gospel.  

 

Jeremiah was a young man with plans of his own; he wanted a career, a wife and family, a few good friends 

and some comforts. But, god called him to be a prophet. After fifty years he had so little to show for his 

effort: a few converts, only one disciple, many enemies. His family thought he was nuts, and the king wanted 

him dead.  

 

Jeremiah was angry with God. Pashhur, chief officer of the Jerusalem temple had Jeremiah arrested and 

flogged. He was put in stocks overnight for proclaiming that the city would be destroyed for its lack of faith. 

Jeremiah complains that God duped him. God’s call was somehow seductive. Jeremiah had determined to 

play it cool, not to speak the word of God. Now, he had done it and he saw what it had cost him.  

 

Centuries later, Peter was shocked at Jesus’ speaking of being killed in Jerusalem. Peter had hoped that Jesus 

was to usher in the new kingdom, and that the disciples would be able to cash in on the victory -- like venture 

capitalists striking it rich on an investment of limited risks with their career change.  

 

Jesus, a few moments earlier, called Peter the rock on which he would build his church. Peter heard Jesus, 

almost in the next breath, foretell that he would die. Peter did not want to hear that. Here is how peter stands 

in God’s way. He makes far too many assumptions about God’s values -- one of humanity’s favorite 

maneuvers, if you think about it. Peter doesn’t like to suffer (but then, who does?), so he can’t imagine that 

God might make use of human suffering for divine ends.  

 

Jesus called Peter a stumbling block. He told him to get out of his face, to get behind him -- where a disciple 

belongs. Following the master is not standing in front, directing him. Jesus makes it clear that being faithful to 

God implies that personal plans and feelings do not count when they conflict with God’s will. He spoke 

elsewhere of the grain of wheat that has to fall into the ground and die before it can have new life, reach its 
potential.  

 

Great catholic-Christian heroes and heroines like Cesar Chavez, Dorothy Day, Mother Teresa and Oscar 



Romero have lived this truth publicly and courageously in the past fifty years in extraordinary ways. We 

accomplish in our lifetime only a tiny fraction of building the kingdom, in more ordinary ways. Yet, we are an 

essential part of the evolution of the kingdom. There is a sense of liberation in realizing that. We are minor 

prophets in the magnificent enterprise.  

 

Paul gets the final word today. Each generation is at risk of conforming to the present age. The present age is 

always passing, trapped in history and limited by the nearsightedness of us finite creatures. It is fashionable, 

today, to be “practical,” and see right and wrong identified with convenience: 

 worshiping God every weekend is inconvenient; 

 having a child instead of an abortion is sometimes very inconvenient. 

When the calling of God is difficult, saints do not quit. What parent of small children has not fantasized about 

the day the children are grown, or perhaps even considered running away from the demands of parenthood? 

Exhausted as one might be, one returns to the family each day. Love and loyalty burn like a passionate fire in 

one’s heart.  

 

What worker or spouse with a difficult situation of emotional or physical illness does not consider quitting 

when the person he or she works so hard to heal slides back into depression or addiction or worse disease. 

Yet, next day you are back on the job. Why not find something / someone easier to deal with? Because yours 

is a calling that burns like a fire in your gut.  

 

In the end, only those who answer that call change the world: 

 to service, 

 to sacrifice, 

 to deny oneself for the greater good, for the glory of God. 

Jeremiah’s acceptance of his mission and Jesus’ acceptance of his mission are today’s examples of courage 

for us to continue living our “yes,” our acceptance of our mission: to stay the course.  

 
      

Twenty-third Sunday in Ordinary Time (September 7, 2014)  
I remember reading a greeting card with Lucy, the Peanuts cartoon character, announcing in bold print: 

“When you’re down and out, lift up your head and shout.” When you open the card, it read: “Somebody’s 

going to pay for this!”  

 

Our readings provide alternative solutions to such “conflict non-resolution.” We are not dealing here with 

flagrant, violent or criminal wrongs such as murder, sexual abuse or grand larceny. Such destructive behavior 

must be reported promptly to proper authorities.  

 

It may be helpful to recognize that there are two extremes for us to avoid in addressing wrongs: doing nothing 

and doing too much.  

 

At one extreme, we, like Ezekiel, probably do not like confrontation. We try to avoid it, saying: “ I mind my 

own business,” or “It’s not my problem.” Jesus calls us to get up our courage and go and speak to the person, 

one-on-one. Love needs to be the motive, not trying to make ourselves seem wise by knowing what “you 

should, he should, she should do.” If we follow this Gospel, we will follow the maxim: “ I won’t should on 

you if you don’t should on me: -- a variation of “do unto others. “  

 

At the other extreme, we cannot make everyone our responsibility. Garrison Keillor, who wrote about the 

mythical town of woebegone sensed that many Catholics feel responsibility for everyone and everything. So, 



he names the Roman Catholic parish Our Lady of Perpetual Responsibility. As always, we need to find a 

balance between not correcting at all and correcting too often. We can never forget that we are all connected 

in this body of Christ. As healthy parts of the body help ailing parts, so it is with the mystical body.  

 

But, this New Testament passage does present a complication. Jesus seems to say that once we have followed 

procedure and all fails, get rid of the person. But, didn’t Jesus say: “I have come not to condemn the world, 

but to save it”?  

 

Excommunication is problematic. Why? It is so foreign to Jesus. Jesus was notorious for doing just the 

opposite of what Matthew's Gospel asks here and elsewhere. Throwing someone out as you would a gentile or 

tax collector doesn’t square with Jesus’ dealing with the Gentiles: the Roman centurion, the Syro-Phoenician, 

and Samaritan women. It doesn’t square with Jesus and tax collectors either. Mt, the author of this gospel, is a 

tax collector. Then, there is Zacchaeus, another tax collector with whom Jesus ate before Zaccheus saw the 

light and reformed generously. Jesus sought out the lost sheep, not excommunicated them.  

 

These harsh words of exclusion reflect what scripture scholars refer to as “early Matthew.” It comes from an 

earlier time in Matthew’s community when it was composed of strict Jewish converts who attributed to Jesus 

words about the narrow gate, separating the sheep and the goats, and other exclusionary sayings. About 

twenty-to-forty years later, we have “final Matthew” reflecting a community that was far more inclusive as to 

who was “in” and who was “out.”  

 

God is love. That must be the prime interpratory verse for interpreting other verses. All must be interpreted in 

the light of that.  

 
      

Exaltation of the Holy Cross (September 14, 2014)  
 

(Reprinted from Pulpit and Pew, by Vincent Kerns, MSFS, India: 1976) 

Our Lord chose death on a cross {2} to show his love for us -- a love which the choice of an easier death 

could never have satisfied. The greater a man's love, the more he longs to suffer for what he loves. 

Don't think that our Lord chose death simply to win us redemption. After all, one sigh from him would have 

been enough to save us, to deliver us from the hand of our enemies. {3} No, but his infinite love could be 

satisfied only by dying of love itself. The greatest love a man can show, as he said himself, is to lay down his 

life for what he loves. {4} How wonderful that God should love us so much as to let his own Son die for our 

sakes, when it was we who had deserved to die! {5} 

No ordinary death would do our Master, when he came to die for us. He chose the worst, most humiliating 

form of death possible. How inscrutable are God's judgments, how undiscoverable his ways! {6} Even the 

little we know and understand of God's providence is deep and wonderful; but the grandeur arid goodness of 

what we don't know is beyond compare. 

The Son of God was nailed to a cross. Surely it was love, and love alone, that held him there! Since his death 

was a token of his love for us, the least we can do in return is to make our Jives signs of our love for him. {7} 

Love finds nothing impossible: it can root out everything in our lives that is displeasing to God. 

The second reason why our Lord and Master chose death on a cross was to teach us to cultivate humility -- the 

best way of putting our pride to the blush. Adam wanted to be like to God, to live by God's life; the serpent 

assured him of this when he set aside God's commandment. {8} I want you to take note, if you will, of our 



Savior's infinite goodness in dying a human death so that we can live, as Adam longed to, the very life of 

God. 

If we would discover our Lord's humility, let us listen to what St Paul said of him: His nature is, from the first, 

divine, and yet he did not see, in the rank of Godhead, a prize to be coveted; he dispossessed himself. {9} 

This means that he confined his glory for a while to the higher part of his soul, leaving its lower part exposed 

to the mercy of all the sufferings, humiliations and horror which his passion would bring. The wonder of it: 

the eternal Word obliterating himself -- you might say -- lowering his own dignity, taking the nature of a 

slave, fashioned in the likeness of men who remain so cold to his love! 

Since he accepted an obedience which brought I him to death, death on a cross, it is only right for us, l surely, 

to obey him-even though it bring us to death, death on a cross-and so prove our love for him! People will 

sometimes face death bravely when it brings glory with it. But it is not for us to choose what we would like, 

but to accept cheerfully whatever God in his goodness has in store for us. And this goes not just for death, but 

also for all kinds of sufferings, trials, upsets and humiliations. All these will amount to very little, after all; 

and the depth of our wretchedness merits nothing less. 

The third reason why our Master chose death on a cross was to strengthen our constancy by his example of a 

long-drawn-out agony. One sigh to his Father, as I have said, would have been enough to save us; but, in his 

goodness, he saw that we needed an example of everything we ought to do. That is why, determined to die, he 

did not seek a shorter way than crucifixion -- such as suffocation or strangulation. He was teaching us not to 

let the length or intensity of our sufferings wear us down, even though they last all our life long. They can 

never be anything to compare with those he endured for us. 

We are to pluck up courage, then, and imitate our Master. We are never to give up, but goon struggling 

bravely right up to death, never dismayed by all we have to face. Dismayed we shall be, if we rely on our own 

strength. Trust is what we need -- trust that God is on our side all the time we are struggling for love of him. 

{10} We need to say like St Paul: When I am weakest, then I am strongest of all. {11} Even if our struggle 

involves failure, there is never any cause to be surprised or depressed -- as long as we intend to do better. 

Now I come to the question: why was our Lord determined to die naked on the cross? The first reason was 

that by his death he meant to restore mankind to the state of original innocence. The clothes we wear are a 

sign of sin. There were no clothes, remember, before the original sin, and Adam went naked. It was not until 

after he had set aside God's commandment that he began to be ashamed, and covered himself as best he could 

with a girdle of fig leaves. {12} By his nakedness on the cross, our Lord showed that he was purity itself and 

that, in addition, he was restoring men to original innocence. 

The chief reason, however, was to teach us how we are to strip ourselves as spiritually as he did physically, if 

we are to please him -- by laying aside every other desire and ambition, to concentrate on loving and seeking 

him. This stripping of self is the second result of meditating on the passion; love is the first. 

The great Father Serapion was once found stark naked in the street. "Who's done this?" said his friends. “Who 

has stolen your clothes?" "This book," he replied, holding up the gospels; "this book it is that has stripped 

me." {13} Take my word for it too: nothing can prove so effective in leading us to strip ourselves spiritually 

as reflecting on the utter physical nakedness of our crucified Savior. 

The Jews, before they crucified our Lord stark naked, put a crown of thorns on his head. To my mind, this 

was a sign -- unintentional on their part -- that, though he seemed an object of scorn and dishonor, he was still 

truly king. Our Master allowed himself to be crowned with thorns, to show us that our heads too must bear 

this crown by a complete mortification of our own judgments, opinions, passions, moods and wills - the head 
being the source of the soul's main functions. 



Holy Scripture -- describing Absalom's flight to avoid his enemies after losing a battle -- says that the tangled 

branches of an oak caught him by the head and kept him hanging there between earth and sky. {14} Because 

of Absalom's wickedness, the Fathers of the Church {15} -- in their reflections on this incident -- are against 

him being taken as a type of our Lord; rather, he represents sinful man, whose head, whose thoughts, are to be 

affixed to the tree of the cross. 

It only remains for me now to urge you to listen to what St Paul recommends in today's liturgy: ours is to be 

the same mind which Christ Jesus showed for us on this day. {16} What does the apostle mean? Does he 

mean that we are to feel a purely spontaneous sympathetic love for our Lord on the cross? Does he mean that 

we are to weep with compassion? Not at all. What the Savior expects of us is not a spontaneous love that 

causes us to burst into tears or awakens ineffectual desires. Hell is full of desires like that. Such tender 

feelings, on which we often set such store, are a waste of time and effort. We ought neither to desire nor seek 

them; they are only for those weak characters who rely on sentiment to tickle their fancies. Deliberate love is 

what our Lord asks of us; and it is that deliberate love, together with the spontaneous one, that he showed us 

on the cross -- for he died of both at once. 

When St Paul urges us to have the same mind that Christ Jesus showed, self-obliteration is what he means. He 

dispossessed himself; {17} that is what we are to do too. We are to obliterate ourselves away to our 

nothingness; we are to dispossess ourselves, as far as we can, of all our passions, our inclinations, our 

aversions, our dislike for what is good. Not only that: we must preserve this attitude for the rest of our lives, 

never seeking encouragement from our Savior's death, always preserving the sorrowful memory of it in our 

hearts. In this way we shall die to ourselves by constant mortification in the things we don't need – in 

imitation of St. Ignatius of Antioch who said that people ought not to think of him as being alive, since his 

love was crucified. {18} He meant that he had mortified his self-love to such an extent that it no longer 

existed; or rather, it was entirely spent on our Savior crucified. He was right, that great saint, in claiming to be 

alive no longer; to deprive our souls of love, deprives them also of life. 

So don't think it strange if I say that we ought always to be sorrowful on account of our Master's death, for it 

was the death of our love. Was not our Lord the love of our souls, seeing that he is our bridegroom -- 

especially those of us who are religious? The Fathers of the Church {19} taught clearly and distinctly that 

religious are wedded to the Son of God. To this union are attributed the special relationships which God the 

Father and our Lady contract with such souls. The black veil they wear should remind them that they are 

betrothed to a man who died. Worldly marriages are broken and ended by death; with this one it is the other 

way round entirely -- it is made in and through the death of our Savior, our one and only Master. 

Go ahead, then; give all your love to him who died for us all, to make us one with him, to prove his love for 

us. {20} Give all your love to him, so that it is he alone who is alive in you. Then you can say with St Paul: 

With Christ I hang upon the cross, and yet I am alive; or rather, not I - it is Christ that lives in me. {21} 

Our Master died for Jove of us; it only remains for us to Jive for love of him. There must be nothing mediocre 

about our love, however; it must be a love, similar to his (not equal, of course, for that is impossible), a love 

that is strong and full of courage, a love that deepens amid the set backs of life, a love that never gives up the 

struggle for the sake of our lover, who is our God. 

Let us be content to reproduce his humiliations in our own lives, crowning our heads with crowns of thorns 

after the example of that great king of Jerusalem, Godfrey of Bouillon. When he conquered the Holy Land for 

Christ (it had been in the hands of the infidel), someone attempted to place a golden crown upon his head. 

"God forbid!" he cried in refusal; "God forbid that I should wear a crown of gold where my Savior was 

crowned with thorns! No, that shall never be. Bring me a crown of thorns like my Master had, and 1 shall 

willingly wear it." 



If we choose the crown of thorns in this life we shall surely have a crown of gold in heaven after death. There 

we shall enjoy to the full our Savior's love, whose sole desire is to see us, like himself, burning with that fire 

which he told us he came to spread over the earth, and longed to see enkindled. {22} 

Amen. 
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Twenty-fifth Sunday in Ordinary Time (September 21, 2014)  
“It’s not fair,” a parent hears after dividing the cookie or the slices of pizza. “It’s not fair,” the professor hears 

from the best students when he generously puts the marks on a curve to benefit those who didn’t do well. “It’s 

not fair,” the flight attendant says when she hears from her supervisor that a first class passenger lodged a 

complaint after the attendant moved a coach passenger to an empty seat in first class.  

 

How often have we heard it? How often have we said it? Someone tries to be generous and/or compassionate 

and they hear it from those who feel they earned what was generously donated to another. Worldly logic says 

that those who work more should get more. The rules say that it is priority for those who worked in the sun all 

day. With human wisdom, this employer’s behavior makes little sense to the workers.  

 

We may argue as to which is the most popular parable of Jesus, but most would agree that today’s parable is a 

top contender for the most unpopular. We need to look more closely at it in order to understand it.  

 

What can we learn from Jesus’ parable? First, as unpleasant as it may be to hear, we are all dependent. We 

may have the corner office, get tenure, get promoted with a raise, but we are more like the day-hires in the 

parable than unlike them. None of us is self-sufficient. Let’s face it, nearly everything we have is gift; our 

personal contributions pale by comparison or build on a foundation provided for us by others (namely, 

parents, family and friends).  

 

The word “dependent” comes from a Latin word meaning “to hang from.” Like a chandelier, we may be 

Waterford and sparkling, but we are still utterly dependent on the ceiling that which holds us aloft. The good 

news is that the one who holds us - God - can be trusted. When we keep one eye on our dependence, we are 

less likely to resent god’s provision to another person suspended next to us.  

 

Second, our sense of fairness and justice is very subjective. Those first-hired did not feel cheated when they 

were hired. They would receive a denarius, a day’s wage. It would provide their “daily bread.” We often do 

not think of a gift given to us as generosity, but as entitlement. For example, have you ever heard someone 

holding four aces call for a new hand? Do they feel unworthy? Trouble comes when we judge our bounty with 

a comparative glance at our neighbors’ hands. If their hands are better, envy may rush in and we quickly 

forget the hand we were dealt. Comparison involves our ego. Ego-involvement means spiritual trouble. Here 

is a sure-fire formula for misery: decide you are happy only if no one receives more blessing in life than you. 

There will always be some one richer, more talented, or better looking than you and me. We never find 

happiness by comparing our lot in life with others who are better off. Comparison happened with the workers 

in Jesus’ parable. Isn’t that what has happened to professional baseball, basketball, and football players’ 

salaries? We shake our heads at that foolishness, but we realize that that can happen to you and me at another 

level?  

 

We need to be simply grateful to our Lord for what we have: our work in the vineyard, our joys in this 

creative work with our Lord in the further growth of the vineyard, and equality in the kingdom of God. Our 

inheritance is the same for all.  

 

 

     



Twenty-six Sunday in Ordinary Time (September 28, 2014)  
“It is not the tongue in your mouth that tells the most truth about you, but the tongue in your shoe.” The 

saying poses the challenge sometimes heard from African-American pulpits: “You talk the talk, but you don’t 

walk the walk.”  

 

Isn’t it true that many who confess the creeds and follow the rituals with their mouth-tongues have hearts and 

shoe-tongues that contradict the words from their mouths? Many do not act upon the faith they profess with 

their mouth tongues with real, personal responsibility.  

 

Today’s readings are about conversion; that is, metanoia, changing ones mind and heart. We are sometimes 

inclined to avoid taking responsibility for what we say we will do. Ezekiel in the first reading insists that the 

Jewish people take responsibility.  

 

The Gospel parable - a tale of two brothers, a parable found only in Matthew - relates one of the last 

encounters Jesus had with the Jewish leaders. It occurred just the week before he was killed.  

 

The chief priests and the elders worked very closely with the roman officials to maintain peace and the status 

quo. This status quo mentality worked against their accepting the words of john the baptizer and Jesus. Both 

the chief priests and the elders prided themselves on their commitment - words - but they did not follow 

through with action and do what the commitment demanded. They did not change their minds; there was no 

metanoia.  

 

In the parable, the son who spoke the words of disobedience was wrong, but he did repent. He changed his 

mind, and became the darling of the parable. The tax collectors and prostitutes who enter the kingdom of god 

ahead of the chief priests and elders enter because they repent; they changed their minds, their hearts as this 

first son did.  

 

Jesus proposed this question to the chief priests and elders. They picked the first son as the one who did 

repent and did the will of the father, but in so doing they condemned themselves for they lived as the second 

son who said: he would “do,” but he did not. Both john the baptizer and Jesus called the Jewish leadership to 

a change of mind and heart, a “metanoia,” but they were stuck in their ways, “thinking only in their box.” Do 

we make claims, make promises, pledges - but not follow through? Do we talk a better life than we live? 

What we do is important. Listening, accepting responsibility may be our greatest burden, but it is also our 

greatest gift. It is what is making us grow up, mature as human beings and as fully human Christians. God 

takes us seriously and calls us to take ourselves seriously.  

 

It is no small thing to be co-responsible with our god in the building of the kingdom - and ourselves - in the 

process. Our readings call us to look at how we accept our responsibilities, to do, not simply talk. It is not the 

tongue in our mouth that tells the most truth about us, but the tongue in our shoe.”  

 
      

Twenty-seventh Sunday in Ordinary Time (October 5, 2014)  
We have often heard about the lethal fault in spiritual life; self- sufficiency. The pride that resides in each of 

us moves us from a healthy sense of independence toward the unhealthy extreme sense of self- sufficiency. 

When we think that we are sufficient unto ourselves, we do not need God. God becomes irrelevant. The 

traditional sources of self-sufficiency are wealth and intelligence. Very comfortable wealth tends to put us in a 

spiritual place where we tend not to pray for the things of this world; we just buy them. Being very intelligent 

or thinking we are, we tend to behave as though we know with the knowledge of God.  

 
Gratitude tends to put us in right relationship with god: dependent, reverence toward one deserving of 

reverence. If we are stuck on ourselves, either through wealth or learning, we do not need to thank God. With 



hard work and further learning, who needs him?  

 

“Eucharist” means thanksgiving. Gratitude to God is not held to be necessary each Sunday. We dispense 

ourselves.  

 

Upon reflection, I would like to add a third source of self-sufficiency that seems to characterize many living in 

our age. It qualifies because it has the same basic ingredient as wealth and intelligence in diminishing our 

gratitude to god. The third source is: a sense of entitlement. It is spawned in and by our society. How often do 

we see indignant, fiery eyed faces, vein-bulging necks, on television, angry in being “deprived” of having 

something they “deserve” – something that others have worked for long and hard, but they patently deserve to 

be given at no cost to them.  

 

In today’s Gospel, we hear about, not observe – so the passion is less strident - a group of tenant farmers. In 

the parable, God is the owner of the vineyard. The vineyard is Israel itself. The vineyard workers are those 

who plot to become the owners of the vineyard. The owner, we are told, did the basic work; he planted the 

vineyard, put a protective hedge around it, installed a wine press for producing wine, and built a tower for 

spotting would-be thieves.  

 

The parable is clear: the tenants were the Jewish leaders. They did not see themselves as interdependent 

partners with the landowner, God. In their working in the vineyard, the people of Israel. Rather, they saw 

themselves as authorities over the people of Israel. They took on a sense of entitlement.  

 

Jesus refers to them as the murderers of the prophets who would kill even the son of the landowner, Jesus 

himself in order to maintain the authority that they enjoyed. The image changes in the next parable from the 

image of a vineyard to the image of the building trade. As Jesus was rejected as a mason would reject a stone 

in building a structure. He was, in the new image, the building’s corner stone. What the Jewish leaders 

rejected will be selected as the cornerstone of a new “structure.” The old rejected him; he will be key to the 

new.  

 

The temptation of supervisors who give direction to the project remains the same: acting like owners of the 

enterprise of God’s plan. Jesus calls us to faith. He calls us to love. Why would any “supervisor” propound 

any devotional practices that they guarantee would assure entitlement to eternal life?  

 

Jesus asks us to put our trust, our faith, in him. We love the father, his son, the Holy Spirit in a prayerful, 

grateful way – best expressed in Eucharist – and carry this love of “all of the above” to our neighbor.  

 

We know that it is by grace, gift without semblance of entitlement, that we stand humbly before our God.  

 
      

Twenty-eighth Sunday in Ordinary Time (October 12, 2014)  
The time of this parable was the week of Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem and before his arrest. Hearing 

the time of the parable helps us to understand the forcefulness of it. Jesus is so frustrated with those to whom 

his father sent him! 

 the a-list guests refuse the invitation 

 the invitees kill those bearing the invitation 

 the king then destroys the murderers and burns their city 

 the king next invites everyone to the wedding banquet 

 one of the recent invitees is ejected for not being properly dressed. 

Matthew’s gospel was written after the romans destroyed Jerusalem in 70 AD, so that is probably the reason 

for the segment about the destructive and vindictive king. Jesus describes the kingdom of God as a banquet, 



an image difficult to perceive for Jewish leadership who saw the protection of tradition as their job. We 

understand the kingdom of God as banquet or, more abstractly, as a sphere of existence or a state of 

consciousness with required, consequent action.  

 

We who accept the invitation are surprised upon entering the banquet. We discover as we mature that the 

unnamed partner of Jesus is you and I – if we choose to wear the proper garment – enthusiasm to be with 

Jesus.  

 

As we mature from infancy to childhood to adulthood, we do so by taking responsibility, a word better 

understood if we take the time to say it slowly and reflect upon it: “response-ability.” Using our ability to 

respond.  

 

As infants and for a while after, we have almost no responsibility at all to the worldly attentions given us. At 

best, we offer a smile of contentment – before the next outcry for the satisfaction of a need.  

 

As young children we are taught to say “thank you” when people do good things for us. We are taught to 

share what we have been given. With the passing of the years towards adulthood we mature in our response-

ability or we may think we are independent of God, and, as the poet Francis Thompson wrote, we avoid him - 

in one way or another. Thompson describes this:  

 

“I fled him down the nights and down the days. I fled him down the arches of the years. I fled him in the 

labyrinthine ways of my own mind, and in the midst of tears I hid from him, and under ruining laughter.”  

 

I wonder if anyone of us is totally free of avoidance of God, of avoiding openness to our lord who renews his 

invitation each day. The invitation – always initiated by our God – is ongoing as we mature, as we grow in the 

spiritual life.  

 

One guest in today’s Gospel was evicted because his response was inappropriate. More was expected of him 

than simply showing up at the banquet. Jesus is telling us here that god expects an open response from us. Not 

any response will do. The response must be ongoing and fitting for our stage in life.  

 

When we look at life in terms of response, we also get a good understanding of what it means to sin. Sin is 

failing to make the right response. It is failing to accept our “response-ability.” It is both a personal failure and 

an offense against the one who invites us to share the table with him.  

 

In the light of today’s Gospel, let us once more accept “response-ability” for life at the banquet.  

 
      

Twenty-ninth Sunday in Ordinary Time (October 19, 2014)  
One of the current religious issues is also an ancient one: what is the proper relationship between God and 

Caesar? Between religion and the secular state?  

 

Jesus cleverly avoided the trap of the Pharisees and Herodians. Giving to Caesar the things that is Caesar’s 

and to God the things that are God’s is not a direct answer to the question asked, but it is certainly a starting 

point for discussion. The discussion involves the mystery of who God really is.  

 

Two examples come to mind: (1) In some Muslim countries, the law of the land is the Koran, and the civil 

rulers are also the religious leaders. For them, od and Caesar are one and the same. A theocracy. (2) Currently, 

in the United States, the religious, far right would like an evangelical-Christian president and government 

establishing their image of god and Caesar, as one and the same. Another theocracy.  
 

Where are we in this? I suggest a reflection arising from two questions -- and two proposed answers for your 

thoughtful consideration. The questions: 



1. Are we to accept non-Christians’ right to other belief systems or do we recognize only our own? 

2. What practical lessons can we draw from Jesus’ answer to the Gospel question? 

In regard to belief systems: the first and third readings are curiously linked. The prophet Isaiah was the first to 

go on record in declaring the God of Israel. Yahweh, as the one legitimate authority who is behind every 

power. In spite of the fact that Cyrus was in service to the god, Bel-Marduc, Isaiah saw Cyrus as being used 

by Yahweh, the God of Israel and our God, to achieve the deliverance of Israel.  

 

Much later, the Magi, who probably adhered to Zoroastrianism, would be given places of honor in the 

Christian tradition. They were never maligned for their worship.  

 

In accepting Isaiah’s understanding, we can broaden our notion of the one god and view the Judeo-Christian 

tradition as underlying other traditions and see that god can use folks who worship a different deity to his own 

purpose. That is progress in God-talk.  

 

In regard to lessons drawn from today’s Gospel, the Herodians and the Pharisees hated each other but joined 

forces this day against their mutual enemy, Jesus. The Herodians were Jewish collaborators with Rome, 

sympathetic to King Herod [hence, “Herodians”]. Their trap: if Jesus says, “pay the taxes,” he will lose the 

support of his Jewish followers; if he says, “don’t pay,” he will be a treasonous rebel against Rome. It seemed 

like an airtight scheme, a win-win situation for Jesus’ enemies.  

 

External politics is not a “kingdom issue” for Jesus. “The kingdom within hearts” is what concerns Jesus, that 

authority reigns only by personal relationship. You and I need to open the door and welcome the king of 

glory. We give God our hearts. We make God our first priority - above friends, above family, above country, 

even above a spouse.  

 

Another lesson that we can draw from today’s Gospel is that the Caesar / God issue is not either / or – Caesar 

or God, but both / and. Jesus recognizes that where we live under a system of government that provides public 

services, economic stability, and the protection of the law, we have the obligation and need to be supportive of 

a government whose protections and benefits we accept, even if we are working to change / improve the 

system.  

 

A final lesson is that Jesus said, “Render to God the things that are God’s;” he did not say as the second half 

of “render to Caesar.” Render to the church what is the Church’s. The church had not been formed when he 

spoke, this is not to say that the church has no role in “rendering,” but is a reminder to us all that Jesus did not 

proclaim this. And it needs to be said lest we allow our minds to morph church into god.  

 

Americans have long seen the wisdom in separating the realms of church and state. The turf governed by both 

God and government sometimes overlap, causing ongoing problems for those who see competing values 

within our citizenry -- issues like euthanasia, capital punishment, stem-cell research, abortion, war, services to 

the disadvantaged and help for the poor.  

 

We may and should give Caesar our money for the common good; we must not give Caesar the authority to 

determine our conscience. Our God renders to us the power and freedom to discern this choice and all our 

personal choices.  

 
      

Thirtieth Sunday in Ordinary Time (October 26, 2014)  
Jesus had just silenced the Sadducees in their attempt to test and trap him on the issue of the resurrection of 
the body [MT 22:34f’]. In today’s reading, a scribe: that is, a Pharisee with a degree in canon law, “steps up” 

to take his shot at Jesus with a question. Which of the Ten Commandments plus the six hundred and thirteen 



rules [the Deuteronomic laws] that rabbis believed God orally gave Moses was the most important of all?  

 

Some rabbis thought all were equally important -- a kind of early example of “the seamless garment “ notion. 

Most others used to dispute which ones were the greatest.  

 

Jesus’ response is an acceptable one, quoting DT: 6:5 stressing that the love of God must involve the total 

person: heart, soul, and mind. Then, Jesus goes on to quote LV19: 18, which stresses that one, should love 

one’s neighbor as oneself.  

 

Jesus combines these two commandments and declares that they are the foundation of God’s entire revelation; 

that is, the whole law and the prophets. Combining these two may not be unique to Jesus, but it clearly shows 

his position on these essentials of the Torah.  

 

We have the saying that a chain is only as strong as its weakest link. When one part fails, the entirety fails. 

This applies to love, too, in regard to the three-link chain of love: for ourselves, for our neighbor, for our 

God.  

 

Love of self is the trickiest one. Today, let us look at that in more detail.  

 

On the one hand, we sometimes revert to infantile behavior - life is all about me. We have trouble learning 

that I am not the center of the universe -- as a young child believes. If we fail to learn to admit that we are 

sinners, we are in for trouble. We all admit we are not perfect, but many have trouble admitting being wrong 

in any specific instance. We do anything to avoid admitting failure.  

 

On the other hand, some may have been love-starved or abused when young, or authority figures may have 

put us down so heavily that our self-image is badly damaged. We have real trouble with loving ourselves  

 

The romans said it well: in medio stat virtus - in the middle (between the extremes) stands virtue. A healthy 

self-image stands in the middle: I am neither a doormat - nor am I the center of the universe.  

 

Perhaps we all need to check for need for balance on this first step in the progression from love for self, to 

love for our neighbor, to love for our God. If we are to love our neighbor as ourselves. How do we love 

ourselves?  

 

For those who are in the extreme mode of “life is all about me,” there is not much another can do for one in 

that extreme place. But, for those whose self-image has been injured, a helpful hint is to remember that a big 

part of faith growth for Christians is acting as if something were true. This neatly dovetails with one of those 

wonderful insights of the Alcoholics Anonymous program: “Fake it ‘till you make it.” “Fake” in the sense that 

you assume the attitude that you are lovable. Act as if you are a loveable person. Try to do something at least 

once daily that a person with a healthy sense of self-respect and self-worth would do.  

 

A second and more spiritual effort that we can make during the same time is to internalize the truth from St. 

John’s letter: “God is love.” Love is who God is. Love is what God is. We come to the realization that we can 

love because God has loved us first. We are all lovable for that basic reason.  

 

Then, act as if you feel loving toward a troublesome neighbor. At least once a day try exercising patience and 

understanding toward the other for behavior that would normally upset you.  

 

Finally, we are able to bring love into our relation-ship with God. We come to recognize god as the “initiator” 

of love.  

 
We are created to love ourselves our neighbors, our God. That is what Jesus did. That is our call: Live Jesus.  

 
      



ALL SOULS (November 2, 2014)  
On the subject of praying for the dead, St. Francis de Sales wrote: “We believe that we may pray for the 

faithful departed, and that the prayers and good works of the living greatly relieve them and are profitable to 

them, for this reason: that all those who die in the grace of God, and consequently counted among the saints, 

do not go to paradise at the very first moment, but many go to Purgatory, where they suffer a temporal 

punishment, from which our prayers and good works can help and serve to deliver them.” (The Catholic 

Controversy, 3, pages 353- 354)  

 

We pray for our departed brothers and sisters. We pray that they may be at rest. We pray that they may be 

experiencing the fullness of peace. We pray that they may no longer want for anything. We pray that they may 

take their place at the eternal banquet of love, a place prepared for them by God before the beginning of time.  

 

On this Feast of All Souls, we pray for all the dead whom we have loved and lost.  

 

But prayer is a conversation. Prayer is an experience of mutuality. Prayer is never a one-way street. Therefore, 

we not only pray for the dead: we also pray to them, for they are not merely “the dead” but are now counted 

among the saints.  

 

We pray to them for their assistance and support. We pray to them for guidance and strength. We pray to them 

for patience and forbearance. We pray to them for reconciliation and healing. Someday, we may pray to them 

for the ability to simply put one foot in front of the other.  

 

Here is a simple example of this subject. Francis de Sales had occasion to write a letter of encouragement to a 

married woman. In it he recommended: “I should like you to consider how many saints, both men and 

women, have lived in the married state like you, and that they all accepted this vocation readily and gladly: 

Sara, Rebecca, Anne, Monica, Paula and a host of others. Let that encourage you and ask them to pray for 

you.” (Stopp, Selected Letters, page 61)  

 

So, we not only pray for the dead, we pray to the dead. We ask them to pray for us. Just as death no longer has 

power over them, so too we pray that the effects of sin and death will not have power over us during what 

remains of our journey on earth. We ask them to pray that when we likewise pass from this world to the next, 

we shall join them at that eternal banquet of love.  

 
      

Dedication of the Lateran Basilica (November 9, 2014)  
Today the Church marks the anniversary of the dedication of the Cathedral church of Rome by Pope Sylvester 

I, on November 9, 324 AD. As long ago as this was, the truth is that human beings have been building one 

thing or another since the beginning of time: the Tower of Babel; the Ark; the pyramids; the coliseum; the 

Great Wall of China; The Eiffel Tower; the Statue of Liberty; the World Trade Center…  

 

As co-creators with God, we are charged with making something good out of all that God has entrusted to us. 

We are charged with building a world marked by liberty, justice, freedom, peace, reconciliation, truth, honest, 

kindness and care. In short, we are called to build up the Kingdom of God here on earth, laying the ground 

work for that great and mysterious day when the ongoing creative, redeeming and inspiring work of God will 

reach its fulfillment: life on high with Jesus Christ.  

 

Closer to home, there’s lots of work to be done. Building upon the foundation of Christ, Paul, Sylvester and 

countless others, we must build things that give glory to God and which serve the needs of one another. 

However, the most important things that we build aren’t things at all: they are our relationships with each 
other: husband, wife, mother, father, son, daughter, brother, sister, friend, neighbor, and co-worker.  

 



Look at Jesus himself. He never helped to break ground for a new school. He never laid a cornerstone for a 

new synagogue. He never constructed a monument. He never attended the ribbon-cutting for a new store. 

What he built was much more important and powerful: a web of relationships in which men, women and 

children personally experienced God’s love for them; a web of life and love meant to be shared and expanded 

with future generations.  

 

Here we stand, countless centuries since the dawn of creation. So much has been built, but so much more, 

with God’s help, remains to be constructed and strengthened…especially honest, just, peaceable, freeing, life-

giving relationships with one another.  

 

Are we up to the task today?  

 

Are we careful about what and how we build?  

 

What kind of foundation are we laying for tomorrow?  

 
      

Thirty-third Sunday in Ordinary Time (November 16, 2014)  
At this time of the church year, we hear Jesus’ stories about the end of time. Today, we hear about a giver of 

talents, who is about to become an absentee landlord.  

 

The parable employs “the format of three.” We are familiar with it in jokes and in stories: “There was the 

Catholic, the Protestant and the Jew.” “There was the German, the Irishman, and the Italian.” Almost always, 

the first two set up the third for the punch line or the lesson line. It ends on a good note. But, today’s parable 

reverses the format; the first two are good news; the third is bad news, but a good lesson.  

 

A “talent”, we are told, was originally an amount equal to 15 years’ wages for a laborer. Today, it means 

“giftedness.” The English word “talent” originated from this parable, as in “time, talent, and treasure”.  

 

In the story, the first two imaged the master positively. They accepted the confidence the master had in them 

and doubled the talents.  

 

Then, there was the third man. He was the fearful servant who calls his master “a hard man” and focuses on 

that negative label. Fear enters and does what fear does best, whether it is Peter walking on the water or a deer 

in your headlights: fear paralyzes. The man tried to “play it safe - be cool” -- so he thinks. He used the safety 

deposit box of his time: he buried it  

 

“Hard man” is not an appropriate title for Jesus, but the label does have value in insofar as we come to 

acknowledge that we will have to account for our stewardship of our talents. Not using our talents renders us 

“worthless servants.”  

 

Some, like the fearful servant, focus on “playing it safe”. Matthew’s Gospel is famous for its fearsome stories 

about those who do not respond appropriately to Jesus’ invitation to follow him: being tied hand and foot and 

thrown outside into darkness where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth, or handed over to torturers 

until they pay off the entire debt, or they can be put to the sword, or can burn with unquenchable fire.  

 

Does this sound like the God of unconditional love? How do we come to terms with God’s unconditional love 

and a state of fear of punishment? We have read: “Fear of the lord is the beginning of wisdom.” Just the 

beginning. And we also hear Paul say: “Perfect love drives out all fear.” The book God First Loved Us by 

Antony f. Campbell, SJ, offers some helpful observations on this subject.  
 

Campbell says that the “widely held approach” is the “level playing field” theory. The images for god as 

fearsome judge on one side and god as unconditional lover on the other side are given equal value, but they 



actually cancel each other out, resulting in indifference about god. How can you deeply love another whom 

you deeply fear? The tension forms a mystery. Mystery is not “chickening out; “ it is facing fact. Let’s do 

what we always do when we face mystery: try to somewhat penetrate the mystery, remembering that it is 

mystery.  

 

The “tilted playing field” gives priority to god as unconditional lover. Fear is subordinated. A loving God 

invites personal relationship and involvement. I firmly believe that and think it appropriate to take on much 

more in life than keeping my eyes on the rules. Hopefully, most of the time, our loving God’s will - as we 

understand it - and “the rules” rules are identical. I will constantly look to our Lord rather than rules. What 

matters more is how much we love, not what the rules dictate.  

 

Does the unconditional lover image adequately reflect the Judeo-Christian tradition? I want to say it doesn’t. 

The teaching church, as far as I can see, does nothing to address this issue of love vs. fear at the institutional, 

teaching level. It leaves us with a conflicted, level playing field. In the tilted playing field, as I view the 

situation, if there is a little more fearing than loving or a little more loving than fearing, I see no big problem. 

People’s consciences and priorities are theirs, not mine. It is mystery. If there is a lot of fearing and little 

loving in someone, we have someone in the same boat as the fearful man in today’s Gospel. But, if there is a 

lot of loving and very little fearing in someone, I find a kindred spirit.  

 

As our relationship with God grows toward mutual unconditional love, I hope that the God-the-judge image 

may disappear altogether. When unconditional love is the context for our living, we can be sure that 

appropriate behavior will be its hallmark.  

 
      

Christ the King (November 23, 2014)  
On this last Sunday of the liturgical year, the church uses kingship as a metaphor to celebrate Christ’s 

universal lordship - a more elegant way of saying god must be absolutely our number one, overarching, 

priority - with no equal on earth.  

 

What can we know about that final moment of judgment before God? This parable of sheep and goats sheds 

some light. I would like to make three points.  

 

First, Jesus tells us that our decisions in life do matter. We have responsibility, and this parable warns us to 

accept it. Some think that all people will be eternally reconciled with God, that God’s love will over-power 

any human resistance. Wishful thinking in the light of today’s Gospel!  

 

If God’s love is non-coercive, and it is, then we cannot be sure that some will not resist that love after a 

lifetime of rejecting god’s offer of love.  

 

The Scriptures teach that it is not God’s desire that anyone should perish. Today’s Gospel makes clear that 

our daily decisions have lasting consequences.  

 

Experience has shown us that our decisions in this life both unite and separate us from each another. The sum 

total of our decisions effectively unites or separates us from God.  

 

Second, God, not by us, sets the criterion for judgment. Jesus suggests that when the sun sets on human 

history, God will separate us on the basis of our hearts. He gave us two commandments. We did not hear that 

his judgment will be based on the ten commandments on which so many folks base their sacramental 

confessions, but on the extent to which we listen to Jesus’ articulation of the love of God / neighbor spelled-

out in today’s Gospel.  
 

He looks to both our decisions and the motivations for our decisions in our care for the least powerful in 

society with whom he identifies himself. Doing or failing to do for them is doing or failing to do for him. If 



we have been motivated by personal recognition, we heard in another place, “They have already received their 

reward.” The one required motive is love.  

 

It is significant that both the sheep and the goats were surprised at the criterion for judgment. Whether the 

sheep fed and clothed the poor, or the goats ignored them, they acted or failed to act from their loving or 

unloving hearts. Jesus is advocating genuine selflessness here. The “goats” ignored the poor, the “sheep’ 

cared for the poor, not knowing that they would receive any reward for their service. It was that attitude of 

loving concern that god rewarded.  

 

Third, Jesus, like those who preceded him, offers this parable to help prevent a sad judgment. We heard in the 

first reading from Ezekiel: “I myself will look after you and tend my sheep.” Our responsorial was a prayer 

praising the tenderness of the divine shepherd toward us. Examples abound.  

 

Through Moses, God warned pharaoh of the coming plagues - trying to help pharaoh avoid those plagues. 

Through Jonah, god threatened judgment on the wicked city of Nineveh - as a last effort to help the city avoid 

destruction. Through Jesus’ teaching on sheep and goats he tries to help us comprehend the consequences of 

our heart’s attitude.  

 

Today’s Gospel is as if God is offering us a copy of the final exam early. He does this because it is his will 

that we should be with him forever.  

 

If God gives us even the example of Jesus to model the way, how can any of us refuse to listen?  

 

We do like closure, don’t we? We have all left a movie or finished a book with a sense of frustration because 

it did not end adequately. Perhaps, it just stopped without really ending, or left some scenes hanging. 

Scripture agrees with our frustration. It tells us that as surely as god called human history into being, God will 

bring it to conclusion. Time ends at the feet of Christ the king of our hearts.  

 
      

First Sunday of Advent (November 30, 2014)  
Mark, within a brief five verses, uses the injunction “watch” three times. Watch means that we are called to be 

alert, to wake up…and smell the incense.  

 

Remember Jesus’ words: “Watch therefore, for you do not know on what day your Lord is coming.” [MT 

24:42] Remember Jesus’ words when he took Peter, James, and John to Gethsemane on the night before he 

died? “Remain here and watch with me.” Remember Jesus’ words to Peter when he returned from that prayer: 

“Could you not watch for even an hour?”  

 

Today I would like to reflect on how to watch. I am going to talk about a topic rarely mentioned: hope, as in 

faith, hope and love.  

 

I find that Christian hope is best defined as “being open to surprise,” a definition provided by the Benedictine 

brother, David Steindl-Rast. Hope is a virtue that can exist only when supported like a hammock at its two 

ends: faith in Abba at the one end and Abba’s unconditional love for us at the other. If you trust God and bask 

in God’s love, you can be open to surprise in life: hope.  

 

We can be open to surprises that will come our way. Hope is not optimism sprinkled with holy water, as some 

would have it. Hope is often misunderstood and mistaken for hopes - with an “s”. A proportion with faith may 

be helpful. Faith is to the beliefs that we hold as hope is to hopes that we have. That is, just as saving-faith, 

trust, is the important underpinning to creedal-faith / beliefs [“I believe in one God, etc.}, so hope, openness 
to surprise, is the important underpinning for hopes we have. Both beliefs and hopes are distracting look-

alikes for faith and hope.  

 



Examples of hopes would be: that our team will win, that everyone will be healthy, that everyone in the 

family will get along. Hopes are always the direct object of a sentence that begins: “I hope that…” The 

common denominator for hopes is something I can imagine. Hope is far more profound than hopes  

 

So, what is the relationship of hope to hopes? Question: when our hopes are shattered, what is left? Answer: 

hope! If a person has hopes without hope underpinning his hopes - and then has his hopes shattered, the 

person is shattered.  

 

Hope is the seedbed of hopes; when one’s hopes are shattered, a new crop of hopes will spring up overnight, 

expressed, for example, “Wait ‘til next year.”  

 

Dag Hamersjold said it so well about two important virtues, gratitude and hope: “For all that has been, thanks, 

lord, thanks [gratitude]; for all that will be, yes, lord, yes.” [Hope – openness to surprise].  

 

Advent is the season for becoming more aware of hope and practicing hope, a season to arouse our 

watchfulness for the surprises that we experience daily, so that hope becomes an active attitude, like faith 

(trust), and unconditional love. Hope, with practice, can become as natural as breathing.  

 

How do we “practice”? Faith in God or in another is deepened by trusting, isn’t it? Love for god or for 

another is deepened by loving, isn’t it? Being open . . . To surprise deepens hope in God or in another.  

 

Hope provides a wonderful, God-given coping dynamic: in practical terms: we say, “Yes, lord, yes” before we 

say, “Oh, no.” This is key! Remember, hope can happen only when supported by faith and by love. It does not 

stand on its own. It has the needed support of faith and love.  

 

We can learn something about hope from its opposite; the opposite of hope is not hopelessness, for hope 

thrives on hopelessness; the opposite of hope is despair - being shattered. Despair comes from giving God or 

another an ultimatum: “I’ve got it all figured out; there is no other solution than mine.” No possibilities for 

surprise.  

 

We believe the Lord Jesus has already come; the kingdom of God is already in our midst! We also believe 

that the Lord will come again. There is tension in this notion of the “already, and the not yet.” In the now, the 

in-between time, God’s enduring grace and unending presence is always with us.  

 

Advent reminds us that we need to be aware of this and to be open to the God of unimaginable surprises - in 

hope.  

 
      

Second Sunday of Advent (December 7, 2014)  
For some - to a tragic degree - and for most, to some degree, there is a let down when Christmas finally 

arrives.  

 

There is a psychological explanation for this. Most of us, consciously or unconsciously, have the image of 

Christmas as a Norman Rockwell painting: a happy family surrounded by loving friends trimming a flawless 

tree, eating cookies and drinking our favorite beverage: a roaring fire in the hearth with snow seen through the 

window falling gently and piling in the corners of the windowpanes.  

 

Well, the reality for most - there is more than the snow that is missing.  

 

Spiritually, Christmas is also frequently a letdown. We hear the Advent imperatives urging us. We remember 
past Christmases and may recall little spiritual progress during our advents.  

 

But, there is light at the end of this tunnel. Our readings this morning suggest some ways of being in the 



world. Advent is often long on the doing, but short on the being. That leads to the inevitable frustration. Of 

spiritually empty spirits on Christmas morning,  

 

Perhaps this advent we might concentrate on why john the baptizer is chosen for this time of year. Isaiah, in 

the first reading, cries out to prepare the way of the lord. John the baptizer proclaims and lives the truth that 

preparing the way is not in doing, but in being, not in filling, but emptying our lives. He seems to tell us that 

the desert is the only place bare enough and quiet enough to mirror our lives, our motives, and our disguises.  

 

We need quiet time in Advent, in the beginning of the church year. To get quiet time, we need to reschedule, 

to reprioritize, and to enable us to get inside ourselves for being with our Lord. That desert, quiet time gives 

us the opportunity for getting insight in our hearts. John got the insight to “decrease,” to allow Jesus to 

“increase” in his life. John got the insight to point to Jesus, not to himself. John got the insight to free himself 

from the system besides getting free from himself.  

 

John called the Jews to the desert wilderness where God could find them. The desert is the perfect place to 

prepare. In desert isolation, we have no distractions of job, parenting, grand-parenting, even mindless 

religious practices that maintain our usual routine. When our minds are full of “stuff,” not even god himself 

can break in to us. John, in his stark lifestyle always had one foot in the desert.  

 

To make this quiet time real for us [it is real without us!!] It helps some to picture Jesus, present, in front of us 

or present within our heart of hearts, Others use deep-breathing exercises to settle themselves.  

 

We need to be with him . . . and pause to listen to what he has to say to us - what thoughts he plants in our 

minds. This even helps us to discover God’s presence in the people and events around us. We can see in 

others that presence/ manifestation of the holy. We can see their underlying goodness  

 

Wonder of wonders!! The more attentive we are to God’s presence, the more we become God’s presence for 

others.  

 

Finally, when we bask in the presence of God, we feel a quiet joy. We do not have to wait for Christmas there 

is already a residual joy within us.  

 

What a relief! We do not have to be in a Norman Rockwell painting; we just smile at all that. All we need to 

do is live in the meantime - cultivating his presence.  

 

We do not have to come to the night before Christmas and try to look like a perfect person who is perfectly 

ready to greet the Lord when he comes. He has already arrived. Our God loves us as we are - and comes to us 

in our opening the door when he knocks.  

 

Oh . . . Did I mention that Norman Rockwell was married three times?  

 
      

Third Sunday of Advent (December 14, 2014)  
“Rejoice” is the high frequency word in today’s Mass. Today is Gaudete Sunday; the pink candle of our 

advent wreaths is lit. By God’s grace we do not have pink vestments, which I prefer not to wear - for reasons 

that have nothing to do with liturgy.  

 

We hear “rejoice” in church, but when we walk in the mall, we see few smiling faces. Shoppers seem to be 

intent and tense.  

 
As William Sloane Coffin remarked: “So why are Christians so often joyless? It is, I think, because too often 

Christians have only enough religion to make themselves miserable. Guilt, they know, but not forgiveness. 

Nietzsche correctly noted, ‘Christians should look more redeemed.’”  



 

Perhaps we are experiencing increased stress, painful family memories, broken relationships, shattered 

dreams, unrealistic expectations - to name a few experiences that impact us in this season.  

 

Does it not seem inappropriate, incongruous to hear about rejoicing? Not at all!! The reason for rejoicing is 

not finding the perfect gift for someone you really love or finding the adequate gift for someone you really 

don’t. The reason for rejoicing is not a shallow, temporary change from emotional “business as usual.”  

 

Where is joy to be found? Today’s scripture readings teach us our source of rejoicing. Isaiah, in the first 

reading, speaks to the children of Israel who suffered so much for so long: “rejoice in the lord.”  

 

In the responsorial psalm, we answered: “My soul rejoices in my God.”  

 

Paul was shipwrecked, flogged to within an inch of his life several times, publicly mocked, run out of town. 

He said to those who were waiting for the second coming of Christ: “Rejoice always, render constant thanks.” 

This was surely more than urging a positive attitude toward life, more than a first-century, pop psychology of 

positive thinking.  

 

Paul also says, “render constant thanks” for the forgiveness Jesus brought.” He deeply believes that real joy 

abides in the soul of the one who has absorbed this and has entrusted himself totally to the hands of God. It is 

anchored in something more stable than the shifting sands of life’s fortunes. It is rooted in god himself.  

 

Joy is a resilient choice no matter what happens to us. Joy arises out of a contented heart where the 

contentment is based on the lasting presence of God.  

 

Joy is a fundamental stance of the heart: a conviction, a gift of God. It is rooted in our enduring relationship 

with god, remembered during advent as we recall the coming of Jesus who made our relationship a reality.  

 

Joy is a constant glimpse of eternity. It is a whisper in the night of difficulties that will become a resounding 

chorus of the full presence of God.  

 

Jesus’ gift of joy is recalled in the holy card that portrays him in the scene described in the book of revelation: 

standing outside a door knocking. The door has no handle on his side; it has to be opened by you, by me on 

our side.  

 

In the morning, preferably, before the day begins to roll like a snowball downhill, gathering chaos, we take 

the time to enter within ourselves. We picture our lord vividly before us. We look at the expression in his 

eyes. We “waste” time with him - first in total silence -- just looking at him with his loving eyes that 

encompasses forgiveness, acceptance, and value.  

 

I acknowledge my total reliance on him.  

 

The experience that follows is joy.  

 
      

Fourth Sunday of Advent (December 21, 2014)  
The connection between the first reading and the Gospel is a question for every Sunday. The answer reveals 

the theme for the Mass. In today’s readings, the church has put David, the shepherd-king, and Mary, Jesus’ 

mother together. Why? Let’s look.  

 
In the scene of the first reading we see David, alone and musing. He has conquered Jerusalem, built a safe 

wall around the city, built for himself a house of cedar - an upscale building material in Palestine. Now he 

thinks of the box that holds the tablets of stone, the Ten Commandments. Jews held the arc and stone tablets 



to be the place of the presence of God. David wishes to build a magnificent temple for God’s presence.  

 

The prophet Nathan encouraged him in this. But, that night, god corrected Nathan [it is rare to have God 

correct a prophet]. Nathan returned to David and reminded him of blessings past: the victory over Goliath and 

many enemy armies, his becoming king . . . And a future blessing: God will establish a “house” for David. 

This works in English; we have the house of Dior, the house of Windsor. House denotes dynasty; here, the 

dynasty of David  

 

God pointedly asks: “Do you build me a house?” In other words, “You have a lot to learn. Remember, you 

were the runt of the litter of your brothers. I made you the shepherd-king. Whose choice determines where I 

live - yours or mine?”  

 

God - not humans - has the last word. It is wisely said: “Man proposes, but God disposes. David heard God 

and understood; he would later write in his Psalm 65, verse 5: “Happy the man you choose and bring to dwell 

in your courts.” David “got” it - finally. David wanted control; God did not allow that to happen.  

 

Remember, this Gospel episode took place nine months before the nativity, Christmas. It is related today to 

make a point. The angel announced that Mary was God’s chosen one for a temporary dwelling place on earth. 

The angel told Mary that the reign of king David would likewise run right through her body in the conception 

of a child whose kingdom would have no end. Mary let God be God. She remained open - open to surprise -- 

and here she is called “blessed” among women, unlike David who tried to control.  

 

In John’s Gospel, when Andrew met Jesus, he asked, “Where do you live?” Jesus answered: “Come and see.” 

Andrew went and learned that the “son of man has nowhere to lay his head.” No mailing address. Andrew 

would come to understand that Jesus’ dwelling place was within the hearts of his followers.  

 

Also in John’s Gospel, the Samaritan woman says that the Samaritans worshipped God on Mount Gerizim, 

while Jews worship on Mount Sinai. Jesus replies that neither mountain will be the place for future worship. 

Worship will take place in one’s heart. The heart is where Jesus is found -- in “a house not built by human 

hands.”  

 

The point? The theme? Jesus dwells within us. David and Mary are presented to us here as persons who said, 

“Yes” to Jesus’ call: David, with a detour; Mary, directly. She stands on the ledge of jeopardy and 

courageously leaps. Each came independently to deeper understanding about God. David tried to control, but 

eventually came to accept. Mary simply listened, accepted and committed.  

 

St. Augustine thought that Mary conceived through her ear. This powerful image emphasizes the word that 

came through the ear, enters her heart and grows in her belly.  

 

If we accept God into our hearts, God becomes incorporated within us, we then become more than someone 

with a personal life and a social life. We have a third dimension and share in the divine life. Theology has a 

name for this spiritual phenomenon “sanctifying grace.” We are also thereby equipped for a life of eternity -- 

a reality that begins now, not later.  

 

In the still busy days between now and Christmas, let’s make the time to quiet ourselves and acknowledge 

that Emmanuel, God-with-us, is actually God within us - and listen and talk to him in an ongoing conversation 

that begins here and now and goes on forever. We may need to remind ourselves that eternity is already in 

place. A forever kingdom in God’s presence is much richer than merely the promise of a future time when we 

meet God face to face.  

 
      

Nativity of the Lord (December 25, 2014)  
Verbal communication may be our most precious gift. We have all been successful with it. We have all failed 



miserably with it. Sometimes, we are inspired; other times we put our foot in our mouths up to our knee: 

spouse to spouse, friend to friend, parent to children, children to parent. All, at times, become exasperated – 

and that is only within the circle of those closest to us. Imagine God’s problem in communicating with many 

diverse people in many, diverse cultures!  

 

Communication depends upon the common experience of the two involved. Our God wanted to communicate 

with all of us so much more deeply than through Jewish prophets. Christmas celebrates a divine breakthrough 

in communication through a universal, common experience. Everyone loves a newborn baby. God, in his 

infinite genius, employed childbirth, a universal, celebratory experience to touch every one of us, to speak to 

every heart.  

 

Today, we celebrate this miracle of Emmanuel, God-with-us. Our Father’s Son came to us. God became one 

of us. Our God inspired the writer John to call Jesus “the Word.” The word became flesh. Both God and we 

know that words are mere tools to communicate, to express ideas. Some word-tools have temporary use. 

Some last or change meaning. But, our greatest words achieve clarity and permanence when they are 

embodied in persons.  

 

The word “justice,” when it is embodied, takes on flesh in a Moses who stood up to pharaoh in Egypt. Justice, 

when it is embodied, takes on flesh in a Lincoln when he published his Emancipation Proclamation. Justice, 

when it is embodied, takes on flesh in a martin Luther King when he delivered his “I have a dream” speech 

and marched in Montgomery. In those instances, the word “justice” took on flesh in the persons who 

embodied justice.  

 

When a wise wordsmith was asked to define “prudence,” he paused thoughtfully and gave a definitive answer: 

“prudence is what the prudent man does.” The important words take on flesh and live in persons.  

 

Love is surely a “many splendored” word. It has many meanings in the mouths of many, diverse people. John 

the evangelist told us in one of his letters, “God is love.” God’s love is the highest form of love. God/love is 

concerned totally with the other. It is completely unselfish. It is unconditional; God loves us no matter what 

we do. God’s love cannot be earned; it is freely given to us. Love took on flesh in the person who embodied 

love.  

 

In John’s Gospel, we hear: “In the beginning was the word and the word was with god, and the word was 

God…The word became flesh and lived among us.” Love took on flesh, became incarnated when love 

became enfleshed in Jesus. Jesus lived a life that always modeled, enfleshed love.  

 

Today we celebrate the one we have been given by our God. His generosity moves us to give gifts from our 

hearts as tokens of the love we have for him and for one another in a wonderful ripple effect of love of our 

neighbor.  

 

In the same passage, John goes on to write the sad words, “He came to his own and his own did not receive 

him.” May each of us have the courage to accept Jesus in our hearts and follow the way of love he modeled 

for us. May Jesus’ love be enfleshed in us. May we live Jesus this and every day of our lives with joy and 

gratitude.  

 
      

Holy Family of Jesus, Mary and Joseph (December 28, 2014)  
Today we celebrate the feast of the holy family. I recall when I was a very young priest, preaching that the 

holy family was the model family. Now that I am not so young, I have to smile recalling some of those 

homilies. The mother of the family is a virgin wife and mother, full of grace. The father is one who does not 
seem to have a problem with that. Ah, that would be after he had a miraculous dream – as all fathers many not 

have: a son who is 100% God and 100% man -- at the same time. It may be called a model family, but it is not 

the family next door?  



 

 

Christian models are supposed to be imitated, replicated somehow. Yet, it is impossible to replicate the holy 

family. Is that to say that there is nothing to be learned on this feast of the holy family?  

 

Ours is an era when we hear much negativity: stories of children out of control, spouse abuse, child abuse, 

children calling 9-1-1 after being appropriately disciplined, destructive relationships, drug-afflicted families 

and/or disputes resolved by violence.  

 

Today’s feast says that the holy family does have something to say to us in the readings we just heard. Our 

reading from Sirach teaches us that every marriage and family requires a basic respect by each member for all 

the others. Respect comes from the Latin verb respicio, meaning “to look again” – not simply “look, “ but 

look a second time. Lack of respect makes the atmosphere both unhealthy and unhappy – and, ultimately, 

destructive.  

 

From Paul we learn that we need to cultivate all the virtues characteristic of a Christian, but above all. Love. 

Life in the Christian family is rooted in compassionate love.  

 

The gospel teaches that no matter who we are - even Jesus – obedience must be a part of life. “Obedience,” 

we know comes from the Latin verb obaudire, meaning, “to listen carefully. “ There is military obedience that 

calls for following orders without question – tending toward blind obedience. Christian obedience is, on the 

other hand, is closer to the Latin; it means to listen attentively. [There are two credits in classical language for 

listening to this homily.]  

 

All of us - children and parents - need to listen attentively. When we are compassionately loved and respected, 

we listen more easily to the other. Love and respect are the foundation of authentic obedience, real listening.  

 

Jesus freely chose to submit himself in obedience to his parents. Jesus’ respect, love, and obedience are based 

on his respect, love, and obedience toward his father in heaven, which he showed throughout his life.  

 

We hear so much about dysfunctional families these days. But, really, how many cleaver families have we 

ever known? No one, nothing is perfect. Every family is somehow dysfunctional, and concentrating on 

negatives depresses us.  

 

Today, let’s look at the bright side. Let’s look at all the good things that happened on Christmas: the laughing, 

the caring, the helping, and the generosity, the being there for one another. Let’s concentrate on the positives 

as we celebrate the feast of the holy family.  

 

As Christians, we have something very important to offer the present family situation in America. The 

example and message of Jesus and the values expressed in today’s readings: respect [looking again] - 

compassionate love – obedience [listening attentively]. All are lights that we can bring to a world that 

desperately needs light.  

 
  


