
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Praise for Food for the Soul

			“Peter Kreeft is a most gifted theologian, but more importantly, he is a man of faith. With this latest book of reflections on the Scripture readings for Mass, he is sharing with us the lights born of a life of prayer and faithful discipleship. It is truly an expression of what Hans Urs von Balthasar called kniende theologie, ‘theology on the knees.’ In addition to the solid content, Peter Kreeft’s artfully expressed thought never fails to inspire.”

			—Cardinal Seán O’Malley, Archbishop of Boston

			“Peter Kreeft has no equal with respect to making the deepest truths shine forth with aphoristic brilliance. He is the perfect person to place in the pulpit. Kreeft on the readings for Mass is a match made in heaven.”

			—Joseph Pearce, Editor of the St. Austin Review and author of Wisdom and Innocence: A Life of G.K. Chesterton

			“Reading this series is like joining the masterful Peter Kreeft for coffee after Mass to talk about the readings. It’s a wonderful resource that Catholics can pick up and return to again and again throughout the liturgical year, full of wisdom from one of the top guiding lights of our era in the Catholic world.”

			—Dr. Edward Sri, theologian and author of A Biblical Walk through the Mass

			“Unfortunately, we have written records of only seven of C.S. Lewis’ sermons. But thank God we now have dozens of reflections from Peter Kreeft, the modern C.S. Lewis, based on the Mass readings throughout the liturgical year. Kreeft’s decades of reading Scripture, teaching students, and loving wisdom shine forth in this compendium, which deserves wide readership by priests and laypeople alike. With his characteristic wit and wisdom, Kreeft offers an invaluable resource in understanding the Scriptures proclaimed in the liturgy. I hope Kreeft’s book finds its way into the hands of every Catholic eager to better understand the readings of Sunday Mass.”

			—Christopher Kaczor, Professor of Philosophy, Loyola Marymount University, and Fellow of the Word on Fire Institute

			“More than a help, this book is a gift to the Church, and the gift is an encounter with Christ, the Word. Not only for priests—although I encourage this book to be used by priests and hopefully also in seminary formation—this book is also for laity and religious. It is for anyone who is seeking to know God more profoundly through prayer and reflection on his Word, helping us in our journey to know him and discern this message of love.”

			—Sr. Josephine Garrett, Sister of the Holy Family of Nazareth

			“Preaching is among the most important tasks of the Church. It is the premiere form of catechesis for the average parishioner and a surefire way to inspire the hearts of God’s people. Today, the faithful are hungering for substantial homilies informed by the Scriptures and Sacred Tradition. This collection of Peter Kreeft’s biblical reflections provides Catholics with a trustworthy and insightful resource in response to this need. With his usual clarity, Kreeft guides the reader in a stirring series of reflections that will prove a valuable asset to any layperson, religious, seminarian, deacon, or priest.”

			—Fr. Blake Britton, author of Reclaiming Vatican II: What It (Really) Said, What It Means, and How It Calls Us to Renew the Church

			“Peter Kreeft’s reflections are challenging yet simple, piercing right to the soul with his wit, charm, and heart. If you’re wondering whether or not you need another book offering reflections on the Mass readings, I offer a resounding yes! These reflections show how deeply God loves us through the Word and the Church, ultimately reminding us of the simple fact that the point is not the homily or the prose—the point is Jesus.”

			—Rachel Bulman, speaker and author of Becoming Wife: Self-Gift in Matrimony
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			Introduction

			Why this book?

			Because one of the things we Catholics can learn from Protestants is to sing, from experience and from the heart, this old hymn by Edwin Hodder:

			Thy Word is like a garden, Lord, with flowers bright and fair; 
And everyone who seeks may pluck a lovely cluster there.
Thy Word is like a deep, deep mine; and jewels rich and rare
Are hidden in its mighty depths for every searcher there.

			Thy Word is like a starry host: a thousand rays of light
Are seen to guide the traveler and make his pathway bright.
Thy Word is like an armory, where soldiers may repair
And find, for life’s long battle day, all needful weapons there.

			O may I love Thy precious Word, may I explore the mine,
May I its fragrant flowers glean, may light upon me shine!
O may I find my armor there, Thy Word my trusty sword,
I’ll learn to fight with every foe the battle of the Lord.

			Who is this book for?

			I wrote this book for three classes of people: enterprising priests, lazy priests, and laity.

			It’s for enterprising priests who want a “homily helper” that does to their homilies what “Hamburger Helper” does to boring hamburgers.

			It’s also for lazy priests who want to use my poor brains instead of theirs. I’m practical enough to know that this second category is pretty large. Laziness affects all of us, and we laity don’t hold it against you priests very much. So I think it’s okay to take the easy way out and simply draw from my words, though I think it’s much better for your people to hear your own words rather than mine. Besides, they’re not even very original. Their origin is not in my mind but in the long and deep tradition of the Church. The Church is in the business of farming. Her words are seeds, meant for scattering on many mental soils. Whoever you are, dear reader, both of us are only links in the chain of God’s mail delivery. 

			And this book is also for a third class of people: for the laity who are hungry for more of “the bread of life.” 

			What is a homily?

			Protestants have sermons; Catholics have homilies. One difference between them is that sermons are usually doctrinal or topical, while homilies are biblical. They are supposed to be expositions of the biblical texts assigned for Mass, which are the good soul-food that Mother Church puts on the plate of our high chair each Sunday at Mass. (Do you resent that insult? Most two-year-olds do. That just shows how old you are.)

			A homily is to the Bible what a slave is to his master, what money is to the things that money can buy, or what ears are to hearing. Its whole, single, simple purpose is to “break the bread” of the Bible as the Mass breaks the bread of Christ’s Body. Both the Bible and Christ are called the “Word of God.” The Bible is the Word of God on paper; Christ is the Word of God in flesh, and on wood (the wood of the cross). Paper is made out of wood; wood is not made out of paper. 

			The purpose of a homily depends on the identity of the Bible, which is the master it serves. There are two radically different answers to the question of what the Bible is. Nonbelievers (some of whom call themselves Catholics) believe it is man’s words about God; believers believe it is God’s Word about man. Believers call it “the Word” in the singular because it is a singular book, the only one that has the authority of divine revelation. 

			Nonbelievers see the Bible as human wisdom about God; believers see it as divine wisdom about man. They differ not about the book but about the author. Obviously, men wrote it, but were they God’s instruments or not? If so, it has “author-ity” from its primary Author. Like Christ, it has two natures: human and divine. It is the Word of God in the words of men. Fundamentalists deny its human nature and modernists deny its divine nature, just as in the early Church, Docetists denied Christ’s human nature and Arians denied his divine nature. 

			Both Protestants and Catholics believe that the Bible is divine revelation, but Protestants believe that it is the only infallible divine revelation. (If it’s divine, it has to be infallible; God may be mysterious and obscure but he makes no mistakes.) Catholics believe that there is also a divinely authorized Church that is to the Bible what a teacher is to a textbook and that the New Testament is part of a larger and earlier Sacred Tradition (“tradition” literally means “hand down”), which Christ handed down to his Apostles, and that he gave them his authority to teach in his name and to appoint their successors (the bishops) through whom they passed on this authority to future generations. The Bible itself says that. Thus, faithful Catholics always interpret the Bible according to the Sacred Tradition of the Church, and vice versa. 

			A Catholic homilist, then, serves four masters: (1) God, (2) God’s Christ, (3) Christ’s Church, and (4) the Church’s Bible—the Bible because of the Church, the Church because of Christ, and Christ because of God. 

			Catholics do not skip the third link in that chain—the Church. As St. Augustine said, “I would not believe the Bible unless I believed the Church.” For the apostolic Church was the Teacher that (1) authored (wrote) this Book, (2) authorized it (the word “author” is in “authorize”), (3) defined its canon (why these twenty-seven New Testament books and not others?) and (4) continues to interpret it, to break its bread and feed it to us. That is why Catholic homilies are always founded on the Bible.

			Homily helpers

			Another more obvious difference is that sermons are long (typically between fifteen minutes and an hour), while homilies are short (typically between three and ten minutes). Yet Catholics complain more about their priests’ short homilies than Protestants do about their preachers’ long sermons. The reason is obvious: homilies are almost always boring. They put us to sleep instead of waking us up, surprising us, shocking us, or challenging us. They are full of platitudes. They are sometimes also insults to our intelligence. They do not tell us anything we did not already know, feel, believe, or appreciate. They make the Church Militant sound like the Church Mumbling. They make the Mystical Body of Christ look like Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood. They make Jesus sound like Joel Osteen or Oprah.

			But they do have a certain power: they are effective sleeping pills. And unlike other sleeping pills, they cost nothing and are always safe. In fact, they are excruciatingly safe. 

			Preaching is one of many things we Catholics can learn from Protestants of the old-fashioned kind. (I do not waste my wind on the windy ones, the worldly ones who are so current that they swim with the current, not against it, like dead fish instead of live ones, and who identify religion with the platform of either political party—worshiping either the elephant or the donkey.) 

			One reason Protestants usually preach better sermons is that they usually know the Bible better than Catholics do. They love it and revere it and are passionate about it. The cynical Catholic’s explanation for this is that that’s all they’ve got: sola scriptura. No infallible creeds, no ecumenical councils, no authoritative Sacred Tradition, no Mystical Body, no Real Presence, no Mass, no canonized saints, no mystics, no attention paid to Mary or to the angels, no pope, no purgatory, no seven sacraments, no icons, no incense, no holy water, no exorcisms, no Latin, no Gregorian chant, etc. Protestants find Catholicism far too fat. Catholics find Protestantism far too skinny. But though their religion is skinny, their sermons are fatter. Imagine a Mass that ended with the homily, that had nothing more substantial or supersubstantial than the homily. The homily would have to be bigger and better. But, of course, to a Catholic, that Protestant service would be like an egg without a yolk, or a target without a bull’s-eye. 

			Okay, so somebody should improve our homilies. Somebody should market a “homily helper” to do to homilies what Hamburger Helper does to hamburgers. 

			But why me? I’m an absent-minded philosophy professor, not a priest or a deacon. I have never preached a homily in a Catholic church. I do not teach biblical theology or homiletics. I am not professionally qualified to write this book. 

			But I know, from observation, how many people fall asleep during homilies; and I know, from experience, how many Catholics are exercising heroic charity toward their priests in being polite and patronizing and pretending as they endure their mild weekly purgatory. 

			There are some priests who are very good homilists, but they are very rare. My parish priest preaches excellent homilies, but that is because he was trained and ordained as a Protestant (Anglican) before he became a Catholic. 

			So the need is clear. How much this book can help, if at all, is not clear. But just maybe it can. And the situation can’t get much worse. My friend actually heard an Easter homily in which the priest said that the message Christ was trying to get across to us from the pulpit of the cross was “I’m OK, you’re OK.” This is not a joke from Monty Python’s Life of Brian.

			For priests only

			If you are a priest, I have one and only one piece of advice for you if you plan to draw from these words of mine. As someone who is not a shepherd (a priest, a deacon, or an expert in homiletics) but just one of the sheep, here is my primary bleat to my shepherds. It does not matter what we think of you, whether you are a good speaker or not, intelligent or not, eloquent or not, or even whether or not you are wise and competent in anything else in this world. The one and only thing that will give your homily power is your heart’s passion, your love, both of Jesus Christ the shepherd and of us his sheep who desperately need him in our lives.

			We’re not impressed by your head or your mouth or your hands, but we can’t help being impressed by your heart. And you can’t help showing it; you can’t help wearing your heart on your sleeve. You can’t fake your heart, as you can fake your head or your hands. You can’t give us what you don’t have yourself. If you don’t believe this stuff, stop pretending and go back to the school of prayer and ask God for the gift of faith to believe it. If your hope is dim and dull and sleepy, go back and ask God to put that hope in your heart so you can give it to your people. If you don’t have a passionate, all-consuming love for Jesus Christ the good shepherd and for every one of his needy, bleat-y sheep, go back and ask God to light a bonfire in your heart. We can be fooled by fake light, but we can’t be fooled by fake heat. We can tell how much you mean every word you say. We’re still little kids that way. We have surprisingly good baloney detectors. We can read our spiritual fathers just as we can read our biological fathers. Let us see your heart. Don’t be afraid or embarrassed. We’re not your judges—God is. If you’re afraid to be embarrassed in front of us now, you’re going to be embarrassed in front of him at the Last Judgment. 

			The heart of your target as a homilist is the heart of each person who hears your homily. God aims at the heart, which is the center of the soul and the source of its life just as the physical heart is the source and center of the life of the body. 

			So your homily should be heart to heart. “Heart speaks to heart”—that was St. John Henry Newman’s personal motto because he knew it was God’s. (But as Newman knew well, that does not decrease the importance of the mind and intelligence but increases it. The mind is the heart’s closest counselor.)

			Christ is the one who sews hearts to God and to each other. Therefore, like the Scriptures they “unpack,” homilies should be centered on Christ. If there is one thing we Catholics need always to be reminded of by Evangelical Protestants, it is Christocentrism. And since Christ is both the historical Jesus and the eternal “Logos,” the “Word” or “language” of God, the light of truth who “enlightens everyone” (John 1:9), Christians defend the “logocentrism” that “deconstructionists” denounce. Their logophobia is really a Christophobia. 

			Scripture uses the term “Word of God” both for itself and for Christ. The Bible is the gold mine and Christ is the gold. Therefore, St. Jerome says that “ignorance of Scripture is ignorance of Christ.” Christ is the central point of Scripture and also the “big picture” or frame surrounding it. So if homilies are to be faithful to the scriptural bread that they break open, Christ must be both the center and the surrounding frame for every homily. They are to be looked along, not looked at. They are pointing fingers, words of men that point to the Word of God.

			The content of the book

			Some of these reflections try to connect the different readings for each Sunday Mass—the Old Testament reading, the epistle, and the Gospel—and some do not. The readings were put together, in the mind of the Church, for a reason. However, to be perfectly frank, sometimes the reason and the connection is not clear, at least not to me. So I don’t always “push the envelope” and strain to see a unity I don’t really see very well. But even then, the main point of each of the separate readings is clear, and one arrow is enough to pierce a heart.

			The reason God sent his Son into our world, the reason he founded his Church and instituted the Mass, the reason for everything he has done for us, is to consummate our spiritual marriage to him: a living, personal, joyful, faithful, hopeful, and love-full relationship with God that is totally encompassing, both individual and social, both private and public, both body and soul, both invisible and visible, both spiritual and sacramental, both through hierarchy and through equality, both intellectual and moral, both rational and mystical, both in this world and in the next. That is the reason for everything he has done, from banging out the Big Bang to my writing and your reading these tiny little pops that are its remotest echoes.

			Use them, choose them, and lose them as you will. Some will “work” better, some worse. My words as well as my ideas are given to you for God’s glory, not mine or yours. 

		

	
		
			Advent

		

	
		
			First Sunday of Advent

			Today is New Year’s Day in the Church’s calendar because the Church defines the year by the most important event in history: the Incarnation of God into the world by the birth of Christ. Advent is the month-long preparation for that event. Jesus is the central character of history. He is also its author. All of history is his-story. 

			“Advent” means “coming.” Christ came into this world two thousand years ago. He promised that he will have a “second coming,” or second advent, at the end of time. We do not know the day or the hour of Christ’s second advent, when he will come to judge the whole world, but we do know that he will come, and that is how the world of time will end. One day will be the last day.

			We also know that he will come for each one of us individually on the last day of our life, but we do not know that day either; therefore, we must be ready every day of the present for both future comings, to the world and to ourselves, because we do not know if tonight will be the world’s last night or if tonight will be our last night. Nothing makes you wiser than honestly facing that truth. They say death and taxes are the only two certainties, but that’s not true. Many people escape taxes. But nobody can escape death. 

			There is also a third coming of Christ. His first coming was in the past, and his second coming will be in the future; but his third coming is in the present. At this very moment, he is knocking on the door of your heart and asking permission to come in and be your Lord and Savior. He is a gentleman and does not come by force, only by your permission, granted by your free will. He will not rape your soul, but he wants to make love to it and impregnate it with his life. That’s why, in that famous picture of Christ holding a lantern and knocking on a door, there is no doorknob on the outside of the door. It’s on the inside. Opening the door of our hearts to his presence, his love, his grace, his very life, is the single most important thing anyone can ever do in this world. It is the whole meaning of life, and the secret of what every human being wants: joy—that is, a happiness that is true and deep and lasting, not just fake and shallow and fragile.

			When we pray the “Hail Mary,” we ask Mary to pray for us at the two most important moments of our life: “now and at the hour of our death.” “The hour of our death” is Christ’s second coming. That’s what we are supposed to be preparing for during the Advent season, as well as preparing for our celebration of his first coming at Christmas. And “now” is what we call his third coming, into our hearts and lives. 

			It is his first coming that we celebrate at Christmas and anticipate during Advent. But the very same person, Jesus Christ, who came to our world two thousand years ago in Mary’s womb as a zygote and who will come to us personally when we die as our Savior, is also coming to us at this very moment, knocking on the door of our hearts—right now, as I speak these words, and right here, on the very seat you are sitting on. It’s up to us to say yes to him. That is your terrifying and wonderful power and responsibility. He said, “I am the door” (John 10:9 RSV-CE), and he put the doorknob into your hands.

			That’s what he established his Church for: to help us to do that. We don’t do it alone. We do it aided by saints and sacraments, angels and ancestors, the Mass and the Madonna. 

			And all three comings, all three advents, have the same purpose: to fill us with his life, to make us into little Christs, to make us saints. The great Catholic writer Léon Bloy said: “Life has only one tragedy, in the end: not to have been a saint.” That’s the meaning of life, that’s why he came, that’s why he put us here on earth. And a saint is but simply someone who loves God with his whole heart and his neighbor as himself. He made that very clear, both in his words in the Bible and in the teachings of his Church and in the lives of the saints and in the deepest voice of our own conscience.

			So let’s get on with it. Let’s keep our hand on the doorknob and our ears open to his knocks.

			First Reading

			Jeremiah 33:14–16	

			The days are coming, says the Lord, when I will fulfill the promise I made to the house of Israel and Judah. In those days, in that time, I will raise up for David a just shoot [RSV-CE: “righteous Branch”]; he shall do what is right and just in the land. In those days Judah shall be safe and Jerusalem shall dwell secure; this is what they shall call her: “The Lord our justice” [RSV-CE: “righteousness”].

				

			The irony of this prophecy is that God is telling his chosen people, through Jeremiah his prophet, that they will be “safe” and “secure” just before the city of Jerusalem and the whole nation of Israel was about to be invaded, conquered, and destroyed by their perennial enemies the Babylonians. This safety and security that Jeremiah speaks of would not come by politics or warfare but by the coming Messiah, the promised one, David’s righteous seed. 

			When Christ, the son of David, came to earth, he was not a political, economic, or military leader, and he did not save Israel from the Romans, who were taking away their political freedom through their repressive laws, their wealth through their exorbitant taxes, and their power through their overwhelming military superiority, just as the Babylonians had done centuries ago in Jeremiah’s time. Jesus did not save Israel from the Romans, but he did save his people from her true enemies, her much worse enemies: from her sins. Her material enemies could only take away Israel’s material goods and freedoms, and only for a little while. Her spiritual enemies could take away her spiritual goods and freedoms, and not just for a time but for eternity. 

			Those who were wise enough to know that their worst enemies were their sins recognized Jesus as their Savior when he came. That’s what they most wanted and that’s what they got. Those whose hearts were unwise and set on merely worldly success did not recognize Jesus as their Savior, because Jesus did not save them from the worldly goods that they wanted. 

			That’s why Jesus’ first question to his future disciples, his very first public words in John’s Gospel, were “What do you seek?” (John 1:38 RSV-CE). He questions our heart because that’s what he came to seek and to save.

			It’s ironic. We think we are questioning him but he is really questioning us. We think we are asking him, Are you the answer to our question? But he is really asking us, Are you the question to my answer?

			Still today many Christians are making the same mistake and identifying Christianity with political success, with a political party. The devil doesn’t care whether you worship the donkey or the elephant, as long as you don’t worship the Christ. 

			God’s promise through Jeremiah applies to us as well as to the Jews. That promise makes us safe and secure, as Jeremiah says, but not from war, military conquest, oppression, or even temporal death. We are freed from eternal death. 

			And that has temporal consequences. Our assurance of eternity makes a difference to our fears about time. Our headaches hurt less when we know we’ve been cured of our cancer. Of course, we still quite naturally and properly fear all kinds of sufferings and failures in our future, which we don’t know. But we do know that if we are in Christ, God makes “all things work for good” (Rom. 8:28) for us both in time and in eternity because through Christ, God has made us his children and has made himself our heavenly Father. We don’t know how many sharp stones are ahead on our path, but we know where the path leads—to him, to heaven, to home. We know that God cannot lie. He fulfills all his promises. And he not only fulfills them, he refills them, like jumbo drinks. As Mother Teresa loved to say, God cannot be outdone in generosity.

			When God says, through Jeremiah, “I will fulfill the promise I made,” he brings together the past, the present, and the future, and he also brings together our faith, hope, and love. God’s promises are made in the past, and they are the object of our faith. They will be fulfilled in the future and that is the object of our hope. And they guide our lives in the present, where God and our neighbors, who are our brothers and sisters in his family, are the objects of our love. 

			That is the three-part outline of the books of the Bible, both the Jewish Scriptures, the Old Testament, and the Christian Scriptures, the New Testament. First come the Torah and the historical books, which tell us what God did in the past. Then come the wisdom books, which are guidance for our lives in the present. Last come the prophetic books, which tell us what God will do in the future. 

			God transcends time, and he is present in all times, past and present and future. Nothing in the past is dead and gone to God, as it is to us. And nothing in future is not yet real, not yet born, to God, as it is to us. To God, nothing is “no longer” or “not yet.” 

			But God’s actions in our temporal world and in our temporal lives are either past or present or future. Advent is about three advents, three comings of God to us in Christ: First, in the past, in history, in his first coming, recorded in the Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles, which record the history of the early Church. Second, in the present, in our lives, for which the epistles give us wisdom and guidance. And third, in the future, at the end of time, which is promised in the prophetic book of Revelation.

			Just as God is inescapable in space—there is no place where we can hide from him—so he is inescapable in time. He comes to us out of our past. The Christ we receive in Holy Communion is the Christ who died and rose for us two thousand years ago. And he comes to us in our present: in his providence in our lives and in our contact with him in our prayers, especially in the Mass. And he comes to us even out of our future, for that is what a promise is: the guarantee about the future. He promises that he will never leave us or forsake us. 

			Our loves are fickle, and human guarantees and promises are not infallible. But God’s love is guaranteed, infallible, and unchangeable. If we believe that, we understand why Jeremiah said, even in the face of the coming Babylonian invasion, that “Judah shall be safe and Jerusalem shall dwell secure.” For there are only three things God cannot do: God cannot lie, God cannot sin, and God cannot fail.

			Second Reading

			1 Thessalonians 3:12–4:2	

			Brothers and sisters: May the Lord make you increase and abound in love for one another and for all, just as we have for you, so as to strengthen your hearts, to be blameless in holiness before our God and Father at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his holy ones. Amen. 

			Finally, brothers and sisters, we earnestly ask and exhort you in the Lord Jesus that, as you received from us how you should conduct yourselves to please God and as you are conducting yourselves you do so even more. For you know what instructions we gave you through the Lord Jesus.

				

			The reading from Paul’s Letter to the Thessalonians today is about progress—a fitting theme for Advent, when we look to the three comings of Christ: our commemoration of his past coming two thousand years ago, which we call Christmas; his second coming at the end of the world, which leads to the Last Judgment; and his present coming into our lives, in our faith, our hope, and above all our charity. 

			It is this present coming that St. Paul speaks of here. That’s what Jean-Pierre de Caussade calls “the sacrament of the present moment,” in his beautiful little classic on the spiritual life entitled Abandonment to Divine Providence.

			And that present coming of Christ is progressive, like any personal relationship: it has a definite beginning and it continues; if it does not progress, it regresses. Our spiritual lives, our spiritual marriage to God, like a good human marriage, should show spiritual progress. 

			There are three dimensions of that progress: progress in faith, progress in hope, and progress in charity. That means there should be progress in overcoming the enemies of faith, hope, and charity, which are distrust, despair, and selfishness, or faithlessness, hopelessness, and lovelessness. 

			What is progress? Progress is like a graph: it has two dimensions, vertical as well as horizontal. Progress is not just change, any movement forward, but movement upward, change in a positive direction. Running backward across your own goal line with the football is not progress—it’s regress. Getting infected with a virus is a change, but it’s progress only for the virus, not for you.

			What measures change? The goal. Getting a C yesterday and a B today is progress because the goal is an A. Progress means moving closer to your goal.

			What is the goal that measures progress for a Christian? What are we supposed to become in the end? We pray, in the Lord’s Prayer, “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” Heaven is our standard. We are to become more heavenly, more like what we will be in heaven. 

			This means to become more real, more human, and more holy. Those are three ways of saying the same thing. 

			More real because we have to be increased, we have to become more solid, more like a rock and less like a cloud. Thus Paul says, “May the Lord make you increase.” May God make you more full, more real, more strong, and more solid—more like a saint and less like a ghost. 

			More human because it’s love that makes us human, and lovelessness that makes us inhuman. So St. Paul says, “May the Lord make you . . . abound in love for one another.” That is how we become more human. Only human beings can love because only human beings have free choice. Nothing else in the universe that we know of has the free will to choose to make itself more itself or less itself. Rocks can’t choose to be more or less rocky and dogs can’t choose to be more or less doggy, but humans can choose to be more human or less human, by choosing to love or not to love. 

			This love is charity. Charity is not just our spontaneous feelings. It does not arise from our nature as selfish animals. It is a gift of God. So St. Paul prays for it, as we should too. He prays that God may “strengthen your hearts, to be blameless in holiness.” 

			The Christian answer to the question of the meaning of life is very simple: the meaning of life is to become a saint. And we don’t make ourselves saints—God does. God is the saint-maker. But we have to ask him, we have to want that. He gives that gift to whoever asks for it. It’s of that gift that he says, “Seek and you will find . . . [for] the one who seeks, finds” (Matt. 7:7–8). He says, “Blessed are they who hunger and thirst for righteousness / for they will be satisfied” (Matt. 5:6). 

			Why does it happen only through love? Because as St. Augustine says, love is our gravity, love is what moves us, what motivates us to move: our love of the end that we move toward. For instance, if we see an ugly dog and a beautiful dog, we move away from the ugly dog, and we move toward the beautiful dog to pet it. Augustine defines evil as disordered love, and good as rightly ordered love: loving God with the love of adoration, our neighbors with charity, and the things of the world with moderation, to use them but not give our whole hearts to them. We are to use things and love persons, not use persons and love things. We are to adore God and use creatures, not adore creatures and try to use God. That’s rightly ordered love.

			St. Paul says this love “increases” us. Our souls, like our bodies, are meant to grow, to progress, not just to stay static. How awful would it be if a baby never grew up? That’s as true of our souls as it is of our bodies. And this growing up in the soul is the most important meaning of progress, not the growing of our technology or of our income or of our Facebook image. (I call it “Fakebook,” not “Facebook,” for we don’t show our true face to our digital friends, we don’t open our hearts to people we hardly know, but only to our real friends.) 

			Here’s my definition of progress: the more we love, the bigger we are. The more we love what is bigger than ourselves—the more we love God and our families—the bigger we become. But the more we love what’s less than ourselves—our stuff, our money, and our pleasures and conveniences—the smaller we become. We become what we love. The more you love Christ, the more you become like Christ. The more you love an idol, the more you become like it. The true God frees you if you give your heart to him. False gods enslave you and addict you if you give your heart to them. That’s true not only if they’re bad things, like drugs, gossip, pornography, but even if they’re good things, like money, cars, houses, and clothes. The more you idolize anything else, the less free you are. You’re a slave to whatever you can’t part with that’s less than yourself. It’s all determined by your heart, by your love. That is the source of true progress and regress.

			St. Paul writes, “May the Lord . . . strengthen your hearts.” What does he mean by “hearts”? Our hearts are the very centers of our souls. The heart is to the soul what the blood-pumping organ is to the body: it is the source of its life. The size of our heart is what makes us more or less real. It makes us “increase.” That’s Paul’s word for it, his word for progress—true progress, personal progress, inner progress. Inner growth, spiritual growth. Scientific progress, economic progress, educational progress—these are all very good, of course, but they’re all examples of progress in something less than ourselves, in the things in our world that we know by science, control by technology, or possess by economics. We need these things, but we need most of all to progress in what we are, not just in what we have or what we do. 

			Who judges that real progress? Christ. We can avoid the truth of his judgment now, but no one can avoid the Last Judgment, when he comes again, at the end of time, or the particular judgment at the end of our time, at death. We only get one life: “Only one life, ’twill soon be past, Only what’s done for Christ will last.” 

			Does that sound preachy and simplistic and fairy tale-ish? Well, if that’s not true, then the whole Christian religion is the world’s biggest fake. And if it is true, then the meaning and measure of progress is nothing less than Christ, not technology or votes or dollars or even years of life.

			Don’t get all As in all your subjects but flunk life. Study for your final exam: read the Bible.

			Gospel

			Luke 21:25–28, 34–36	

			Jesus said to his disciples: “There will be signs in the sun, the moon, and the stars, and on earth nations will be in dismay, perplexed by the roaring of the sea and the waves. People will die of fright in anticipation of what is coming upon the world, for the powers of the heavens will be shaken. And then they will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and great glory. But when these signs begin to happen, stand erect and raise your heads because your redemption is at hand. 

			“Beware that your hearts do not become drowsy from carousing and drunkenness and the anxieties of daily life, and that day catch you by surprise like a trap. For that day will assault everyone who lives on the face of the earth. Be vigilant at all times and pray that you have the strength to escape the tribulations that are imminent and to stand before the Son of Man.”

				

			Well, today’s Gospel certainly does not sound at all like the secular gospel of automatic progress by political and technological engineering, progress to an ever safer and more pleasant and comfortable heaven on earth. Jesus uses the words “dismay,” “perplexed,” “fright,” and “shaken.” I wonder which prophecy is more likely to come true: his or that of our secular society?

			Yet despite the terror Jesus describes, he says we should “stand erect and raise your heads because your redemption is at hand.” For it is the coming of our Redeemer, Christ. For all who are his friends, this “great and terrible day of the Lord” (Joel 2:31 RSV-CE) will be terribly good and glorious. For all who are not, it will be terrifying. 

			The same Christ will do opposite things to opposite people just by being himself: he is light, the light of the world; he can no more turn off the light that he is than the sun can. And therefore he will bless and bliss those who love the light and he will be unendurable to those who love darkness more than light. The same event—Christ’s second coming—will make some men “die of fright” and will make others almost die of joy because they will see their Lord coming to them with “power and great glory.” 

			Jesus says there will be “signs” of his coming in both the heavens and the earth. The Greek word for “signs” also means “miracles,” so these “signs” are not just natural events like tornadoes and earthquakes, meteor showers and solar eclipses. They are miracles. And what all of Christ’s miracles point to is himself, who he is, the miracle-working God. The first time he came, it was possible to disbelieve in him. Only Mary, Joseph, and some animals saw him come into the world the first time. It was easy to ignore him. He hid his divinity behind his humanity, as he now hides both his divinity and humanity behind the appearances in the Eucharist. But no one will be able to ignore him when he comes the second time. The Bible says, “Every eye will see him” (Rev. 1:7). He will come in his full heavenly glory. It will be the greatest event of all time, the consummation of the whole story of human history. 

			A century ago, the editors of all the leading newspapers in America were polled and asked what was the headline they would most like to be able to print? One of them said: “Christ Comes Again!” No newspaper today would dare to say that. 

			Christ does not tell us the specific details or the time of his second coming. He does not tell us the details because, like a good novelist or scriptwriter, he uses the power of suggestion, which is addressed to our imagination, rather than a literal, scientific description, which is only addressed to our senses or to our factual curiosity. He does not tell us the time because he wants us to be ready at all times; ready, too, to die at all times, because our death will be the end of our world.

			You may not live to see the end of the world, but you will certainly live to see the end of your world. Are you ready? Are you ready to die? That’s not preachy, that’s practical. In fact, there is nothing more practical than getting ready for the one and only event in your life that is absolutely guaranteed. 

			How can you get ready? Repent. Pray. Be reconciled to God. Go to confession. Remember the parable of the five wise virgins who were ready for the bridegroom’s coming and the five foolish virgins who weren’t (Matt. 25:1–13). 

			Meanwhile, he is giving us time, time to repent and believe, time to turn our whole life over to him. Some day, our time will run out. We get only one lifetime. There is no reincarnation. There is no second chance to say yes to Christ after time runs out, either for the world or for you. 

			Some night will be the world’s last night. If he comes tonight, will you be ready to meet him? 

			Why are we reading this Gospel passage today? Because the Church uses the beginning of Advent, which is the beginning of our liturgical year, to remind us of our end.

		

	
		
			Second Sunday of Advent

			First Reading

			Baruch 5:1–9	

			Jerusalem, take off your robe of mourning and misery;

			put on the splendor of glory from God forever: 

			wrapped in the cloak of justice from God, 

			bear on your head the mitre 

			that displays the glory of the eternal name. 

			For God will show all the earth your splendor: 

			you will be named by God forever 

			the peace of justice, the glory of God’s worship. 

			Up, Jerusalem! stand upon the heights; 

			look to the east and see your children 

			gathered from the east and the west 

			at the word of the Holy One, 

			rejoicing that they are remembered by God. 

			Led away on foot by their enemies they left you: 

			but God will bring them back to you 

			borne aloft in glory as on royal thrones. 

			For God has commanded 

			that every lofty mountain be made low, 

			and that the age-old depths and gorges 

			be filled to level ground, 

			that Israel may advance secure in the glory of God. 

			The forests and every fragrant kind of tree 

			have overshadowed Israel at God’s command; 

			for God is leading Israel in joy 

			by the light of his glory, 

			with his mercy and justice for company.

				

			This prophecy has three different but related meanings, three historical fulfillments. First, it refers to the Jews’ return to Jerusalem from their exile in Babylon. Second, that event is a symbol, shadow, sign, or foretaste of the coming of Christ the Messiah to Jerusalem—his first coming. Third, it is also a foreshadowing of his second coming. 

			All three are concrete, literal historical events, not just abstract poetic symbols. Christianity is not a religion merely of timeless theological truths and moral principles. These are necessary, but they are abstract, while Christianity is concrete because Christ is concrete. Christianity is a religion of real historical events. If the Incarnation and the Resurrection didn’t really happen, Christianity is the world’s biggest lie, and Jesus Christ is only Santa Claus for grown-ups. 

			When the prophet Baruch wrote today’s prophecy, he did not know that the event he was inspired by God to write about had all three of those meanings. He understood only the first one: the Jews’ return from exile to Jerusalem. But God had all three meanings in mind from the beginning. There are always two authors of every passage in the Bible: the human author and the divine author; and the divine author always knows more than the human author does about the words he inspires.

			There’s a word in this prophecy that describes all three events, and it’s a word we almost never use anymore. And that’s a shame, because it’s a beautiful word for a beautiful concept, and I’m afraid that concept is dying, starving, getting thin and shadowy like a ghost because we don’t see it or say it in our lives anymore. The word is “glory.”

			What is glory? It is not the same as fame. Fame is only human, and it can be shallow, ugly, or wicked. Entertainment people can be famous but shallow. The Black Death was famous but horribly ugly. Hitler was famous but wicked. Glory is much more than fame. It’s not shallow but profound, it’s not ugly but beautiful, and it’s not wicked but good.

			Glory is mentioned six times in this prophecy. Each time it’s ascribed to God: 

			Jerusalem is told to “put on,” like a king’s robe, “the splendor of glory from God forever,” and to bear “the mitre that displays the glory of the eternal name.”

			The prophet also speaks of “the glory of God’s worship.” The most glorious thing we can participate in in this world is the Mass. 

			The prophet also speaks of God’s people being “borne aloft in glory as on royal thrones.” In heaven we will not only glorify God but God will also glorify us. 

			Israel is said to “advance secure in the glory of God.” Our spiritual warfare is the most glorious of all wars. 

			And God is said to lead Israel “by the light of his glory.” We follow a God who is not only truth and goodness but also beauty. 

			Scripture often exhorts us to “glorify” God in our prayers and in our lives. That does not mean to give him a glory he doesn’t have, like fake advertising, but to rejoice in the glory that he does have. And Scripture says that our destiny in heaven is to be not only justified and sanctified but also glorified, to share in the very glory of God, as a mirror placed before an artistic masterpiece shares in its glory, or—better—as we share in the salty wetness of the sea when we swim in it.

			The fact that we find it difficult to define what glory means shows that we no longer find it familiar and natural. The word seems sort of old-fashioned, un-American, medieval, something out of the old myths and fairy tales, something as far away as kings and queens and as legendary as dragons. Yet we still love the old myths and legends. Our hearts are made for them. Tolkien’s epic The Lord of the Rings was voted the greatest book of the twentieth century by four different polls of readers. And that book is full of glorious things. So we must have some unconscious knowledge of what glory is and some unconscious love of it. What is it? And where do we find it?

			The best answer to that question that I know outside of the Bible is a sermon by C.S. Lewis entitled “The Weight of Glory.” Google it when you get home and download it. The answer to where we find it is that we find glory in each other. Here is the last paragraph of that sermon:

			The weight of my neighbor’s glory should be laid daily on my back, a load so heavy that only humility can carry it, and the backs of the proud will be broken. It is a serious thing to live in a society of potential gods and goddesses, to remember that the dullest and most uninteresting person you talk to will one day be a creature which, if you saw it now you would be strongly tempted to worship, or else a horror and a corruption such as you now meet, if at all, only in a nightmare. All day long we are, in some degree, helping each other to one of the other of these destinations. It is in the light of these overwhelming possibilities, it is with the awe and circumspection proper to them, that we should conduct all our dealings with one another, all friendships, all loves, all play, all politics. There are no ordinary people. You have never met a mere mortal. Nations, cultures, arts, civilization—these are mortal, and their life is to ours as the life of a gnat. But it is immortals whom we joke with, work with, marry, snub, and exploit—immortal horrors of everlasting splendors. . . . Next to the Blessed Sacrament itself, your neighbor is the holiest object presented to your senses. If he is your Christian neighbor he is holy in almost the same way, for in him also Christ is truly hidden.

			[image: ] 

			Let’s try to think our way back into the minds of the writers and readers of the Bible, who knew and loved and used that term “glory” more than we do.

			It’s hard to define glory, but it’s easy to point to it. You’ve probably experienced it at some time in your life. Perhaps it was a sunset so beautiful that it took your breath away. Or perhaps it was the face of your future wife, who you fell hopelessly in love with the very first time you saw her. Or perhaps it was the “northern lights”—the aurora borealis—or a great mountain, or a great storm, or a great meteor shower. Or perhaps it was something that happened among us: an act of forgiveness, a reconciliation, a miraculous recovery, or the return of a prodigal son. Perhaps it was a great piece of music that broke your heart. Perhaps it was a work of art, or a great cathedral, or the color purple.

			In pre-modern times, kings and queens had glory. We no longer have kings and queens, but we still have glory, for nature does not change, even though politics does. Old Cape Cod was made by God, but Route 28 was made by the State.

			Great glory, like great sorrow, makes us weep, helplessly. “It broke my heart” is the highest compliment you can pay to a work of art. The Psalmist described that effect on the Jews who were freed in today’s Responsorial Psalm: “When the Lord brought back the captives of Zion / we were like men dreaming. /  Then our mouth was filled with laughter, / and our tongue with rejoicing” (Ps. 126:1–2). Glory is a gift from heaven, like rain; that’s why it makes our faces wet with tears.

			Glory is a kind of beauty, a special kind. Not all beauty is glorious. “Glorious” means a beauty that is great and triumphant and splendid, something surprising, something better than you could have imagined or hoped for. Glory is not just special but extraordinary. Glory is high and holy. 

			This suggests that all glory is from God, who is the supremely high and holy one, the infinite treasury of glory. As Rabbi Abraham Heschel said, “God is not nice. God is not an uncle. God is an earthquake.” God is like the sun. Glory is to God as sunlight is to the sun. The glimpses of glory we see in this life are little patches of godlight that shine into our dark forest glens. 

			The most glorious thing of all is agape love—total, self-forgetful, self-giving love—because the most glorious thing is God, and God is that love, God’s very being is that love. That equation between glory and love is why the most tragic event that ever happened, Christ’s Passion and death, is also the most glorious: because it was the supreme gift of love, God’s gift of his own life in exchange for ours. That God himself, the Creator, eternal and perfect and without any needs, should love us so much that he would give himself into the hands of the sinners who tortured and crucified him, for the salvation of those very sinners (us)—nothing is more glorious than that because nothing ever done was more loving than that. 

			The Resurrection was not the first stage of that victory but the second. Nothing is more glorious than love, and God’s love was poured out totally on the cross; therefore, the cross is the most glorious thing that ever happened. That’s why we make crucifixes out of gold! It’s natural to contrast the gory with the glory, the gory horror of the Crucifixion with the glorious triumph of the Resurrection; but Christ’s saving us from sin in the Crucifixion was even more glorious than his saving us from death in his Resurrection because sin is even more unglorious than death. That’s why the martyrs refused to sin, to apostatize, even when threatened with death. They were not fools. 

			The glory of the Resurrection was not a compensation for the lack of glory of the Crucifixion, like an insurance claim that’s paid out to compensate for a loss. They were two stages of one and the same thing, the single event we call the “Paschal (or Passover) Mystery.” That whole event was glorious because it was the supreme gift of love. The Resurrection just showed, in the visible realm of the body, the glory that was already there in the invisible realm of the spirit. The story as a whole is the Gospel, the Good News of God’s astonishing and incredible love. It’s the greatest story ever told. No one has ever imagined anything more glorious. 

			Second Reading

			Philippians 1:4–6, 8–11	

			Brothers and sisters: I pray always with joy in my every prayer for all of you, because of your partnership for the gospel from the first day until now. I am confident of this, that the one who began a good work in you will continue to complete it until the day of Christ Jesus. God is my witness, how I long for all of you with the affection of Christ Jesus. And this is my prayer: that your love may increase ever more and more in knowledge and every kind of perception, to discern what is of value, so that you may be pure and blameless for the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ for the glory and praise of God.

				

			The most striking thing in this passage, the thing that can change a large part of our lives, is the assurance “that the one who began a good work in you will continue to complete it until the day of Christ Jesus.” It is a great verse for parents to remember when their baptized children seem to drift away from the faith. 

			Baptism puts an inner mark on the soul, an invisible seal that cannot be erased even when it is disobeyed. It is like a homing pigeon’s instincts to fly home. It is there, like a light in the window of the home of the wandering prodigal. And it can and should be the reason for our hope for the prodigal’s return. 

			Hope, like faith, is not a scientific, mathematical guarantee, like two plus two always being four. But the object of hope is nothing less than God himself. Baptism is like God’s spiritual brand on what belongs to him. No matter how we struggle against it, we cannot erase it. And the Hound of Heaven never stops chasing us down. Never.

			The object of our hope is not a feeling but a fact: the fact that God’s yes is more powerful than our no. As St. Paul said, “Where sin increased, grace overflowed all the more” (Rom. 5:20). God’s mercy is to our sin what the ocean is to a drop of ink. He promised never to abandon us even when we abandon him. So never stop praying the prayer of trust, St. Faustina’s simple prayer, “Jesus, I trust in you,” especially for anyone you love who has left the faith. As Winston Churchill famously said, “Never, never, never, never, never give up.” 

			[image: ]

			The other point in this passage that may be surprising and informative to many people is that love abounds only through something we don’t often associate with love—namely, understanding, judgment, and discernment. Love and reason, love and discernment, love and moral discrimination between good and evil, and love and critical questioning about the morality of any action are allies, not enemies. We need both. We need warmer hearts, but we also need cooler heads. We need tenderer hearts, but we also need tougher minds. Soft heads and hard hearts are both very dangerous. As Jesus says, we are to be “wise as serpents and innocent as doves” (Matt. 10:16 RSV-CE) at the same time. In other words, we are to be like him. 

			Gospel

			Luke 3:1–6	

			In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, and Herod was tetrarch of Galilee, and his brother Philip tetrarch of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysanias was tetrarch of Abilene, during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John the son of Zechariah in the desert. John went throughout the whole region of the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins, as it is written in the book of the words of the prophet Isaiah: 

			A voice of one crying out in the desert: 

			“Prepare the way of the Lord, 

			make straight his paths. 

			Every valley shall be filled 

			and every mountain and hill shall be made low. 

			The winding roads shall be made straight, 

			and the rough ways made smooth, 

			and all flesh shall see the salvation of God.”

				

			Unbelievers often think of Christianity as a myth, a fairy tale, a legend. They have never read the Gospels. Christianity is rooted in literal history. The Gospels are eyewitness accounts of historical events. In the first few verses of our reading today, Luke gives a plethora of secular historical reference points: five geographical territories; nine proper names, including two high priests and five secular rulers with their official titles; and an exact date. 

			Our faith is based on facts, on historical events that are recorded in the four Gospels. Some of them are corroborated by secular sources and none of them are contradicted. If these events are not historical facts but creative fictions, man-made myths, pious legends, and moral allegories, then a miracle that is much harder to believe than any of the miracles recorded in these Gospels must have happened: the four Gospel writers, who were two Jewish fishermen, one Jewish tax collector, and one Greek doctor, together invented the totally new and modern literary form of realistic fantasy, almost two thousand years before Tolkien, and wrote the most powerful, convincing, life-changing, world-changing fantasy in history that was the biggest con job in history and was stupidly swallowed and mistaken for historical fact by billions of people of all kinds including the most intelligent and critical and rational thinkers who ever lived. Now that is really a fantasy!

			The Gospels are unique. There is nothing like them in all the literature of the world, religious or secular. This is shown by the fact that all fictional novels about Jesus as the main character are ridiculously, embarrassingly bad. They are usually written by Protestant fundamentalists. There have been good novels written about every other famous character in history—fictional novels about factual persons like Socrates or Moses or Buddha or Caesar or Alexander the Great. Some of them are quite good. There has never been one about the most famous and influential character in history. Why? Because the reality recounted by the four Gospel writers dwarfs the human imagination. We are ants, and we can only build anthills. Jesus is God, and his story is to our inventions as Mount Everest is to anthills. No one could ever have invented him. In fact, he invented us.

			[image: ]

			John the Baptist was the last of the prophets. Jesus says that he was the greatest of the prophets. Why did God send so many prophets before Christ? To prepare the way, the historical way, for Christ, to plant his roots in history. To show us that all of history, most especially Jewish history, was a providentially designed preparation. For no man in history ever fulfilled as many specific prophecies as Jesus did. To show that Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah, the promised one, the meaning and fulfillment and culmination of history. To show that history is his-story. 

			The long preparation for Jesus’ coming, culminating in John the Baptist, was like bulldozers clearing away hills and filling in valleys to prepare for the building of a road that we can travel on. In today’s Gospel passage, Luke quotes Isaiah’s prophecy word for word: “Every valley shall be filled and every mountain and hill shall be made low.” That leveling does not mean a Communist leveling of wealth by the removal of private property, or the removal of all inequalities in human life. It’s not a political program. It means clearing away obstacles for a road, for a way, which is the road to heaven and the way of salvation, the way that is a person, Jesus Christ, who said, “I am the way.” All other religious teachers said, “I teach the way; I teach the truth; I teach the meaning of life.” Jesus said, “I am the way and the truth and the life” (John 14:6). Buddha said, “Come not to me, come to my dharma, my doctrine, my teaching.” Jesus said, “Come unto me.” Buddha said to his disciples, “You must be lamps unto yourselves.” Jesus said, “I am the light of the world” (John 8:12).

			No other great religious founder ever rose from the dead, claimed to be the one true God, performed hundreds of miracles, or fulfilled as many prophecies as Jesus. There are at least three hundred specific prophecies in the Old Testament that Jesus literally fulfilled. The belief that all that happened by chance, by mere coincidence, not by divine design, is as ridiculous as the belief that the superintelligent design of the world’s most complex computer, your supercomputer you call your brain, just happened to happen merely by chance, without divine design. 

			Oh, I forgot. There are people who believe that happened too. Surprisingly, many of them seem to be sane in other ways. Some of them even have PhDs. (A PhD is supposed to mean a “doctor of philosophy,” but sometimes it means a “doctor of phoniness.”) They are the ones who believe in the world’s biggest myth. They just myth the point. The point is Jesus. 

		

	
		
			Third Sunday of Advent

			First Reading

			Zephaniah 3:14–18a	

			Shout for joy, O daughter Zion! 

			Sing joyfully, O Israel! 

			Be glad and exult with all your heart, 

			O daughter Jerusalem! 

			The Lord has removed the judgment against you 

			he has turned away your enemies; 

			the King of Israel, the Lord, is in your midst, 

			you have no further misfortune to fear. 

			On that day, it shall be said to Jerusalem: 

			Fear not, O Zion, be not discouraged! 

			The Lord, your God, is in your midst, 

			a mighty savior; 

			he will rejoice over you with gladness, 

			and renew you in his love, 

			he will sing joyfully because of you, 

			as one sings at festivals.

				

			All seven of the promises in this passage are fulfilled in Christ. They are all “Good News,” or “Gospel.” It is such good news that Israel is exalted to “shout for joy” and to “sing joyfully” in the first verse; and in the last verse it says exactly the same thing about God, that “he will sing joyfully because of you.” Some joy is too good for prose, it requires poetry; too good for mere speech, it requires song. God too sings, did you know that? Or did you think he only gave sermons and speeches and commandments? God invented St. Francis. God invented Beethoven. God invented Pavarotti. 

			The first of the seven promises is that “the Lord has removed the judgment against you.” “Judgment” means justice. God has revoked our just punishment. St. Paul writes that “the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom. 6:23). Wages are justice, gifts are mercy. The good news is that at the Last Judgment we will not get what we justly deserve. We will get what we don’t deserve. We will get mercy, and salvation; we will get God, and union with God in heaven—if we believe him, and trust him, and accept his gift, which is himself. God’s mercy is a free gift, free for the taking. The taking is faith. Almost the last verse in the Bible says: “Let the one who thirsts come forward, and the one who wants it receive the gift of life-giving water” (Rev. 22:17). God paid the price. The food is free. The only price is our hunger. Jesus says, “Blessed are they who hunger and thirst for righteousness, / for they shall be satisfied” (Matt. 5:6).

			The second promise mentioned is that “he has turned away your enemies.” Israel’s enemies were not the Babylonians or the Assyrians or the Egyptians or the Romans but their own sins. Sin destroys souls as cancer destroys cells. God’s angel announced that the Messiah should be called “Jesus,” which means “Savior,” because “he will save his people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21). Not just from the punishment justly due to their sins—that was the first point—but also from their sins. He will make us holy. He will make us saints if we let him. In theological terms, the first promise was justification, the second promise is sanctification. 

			Third, “you have no further misfortune to fear.” That does not mean they would not have any more trials in this world. They would have many. But they were not to be feared. Jesus said to his disciples: “Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul; rather, be afraid of the one who can destroy both soul and body in Gehenna” (Matt. 10:28). That’s the devil. Jesus gave the devil what Southerners call a “whuppin,” and he does not own us anymore. 

			By the way, there is a serious mistranslation here: the word in the Hebrew text is “evil,” not “misfortune.” Our Lord commands us to pray the words “Deliver us from evil,” not “Deliver us from misfortune,” because there are no such things as misfortunes. “Misfortune” means “bad fortune,” or “bad luck,” or “bad chance,” and there is no such thing as luck or chance in God’s world. 

			We are not promised that “we have nothing to fear but fear itself” (that’s really a silly saying). We have many little things to fear. But the big thing, hell and the devil, real evil—Jesus has conquered that. That’s what we believers have over unbelievers. An unbeliever, even if he enjoys many little things, fears the one big thing: death, and life after death. A Christian, even if he fears many little things, does not fear the one big thing. Christ conquered death as well as sin and punishment. Our three biggest enemies: sin and death and hell.

			The fourth promise is that “the Lord, your God, is in your midst.” God is not just a heavenly puppeteer pulling our strings from a distance or a movie director sitting in a chair issuing orders. He is right here in our midst, present even in the midst of the worst evils in the world. We are not alone. We should never allow each other to feel alone. When someone you love is dying, the thing they need most is not anything you can give them, but yourself, your presence. God is with us: that is what the name “Emmanuel” means. Nothing could be better than that. God cannot give a greater gift than himself, his real presence. We have that in our souls, and we also have that in the Eucharist.

			The fifth promise is that he will be “a mighty savior.” No force in all reality is mightier. The God who is all love and all wisdom is also all power. He’s got the whole world in his hands, and therefore he certainly has you in his hands.

			The sixth promise is that “he will . . . renew you in his love.” What is this “renewal”? What are we destined to become? We don’t know. “‘What eye has not seen, and ear has not heard, / and what has not entered the human heart, /  what God has prepared for those who love him,’ / this God has revealed to us through the Spirit” (1 Cor. 2:9–10). But we do know this: that whatever this renewal is, whatever our new self is that God is going to make out of our old self, and whatever new world and life—“a new heaven and a new earth” (Rev. 21:1)—he will make for us, it comes from his love and is motivated by his love. We can trust that love. In fact, there is nothing that is totally trustable except that.

			The seventh promise is that “he will sing joyfully because of you.” We will be his song. Now, we sing about him; then, he will sing about us. If we now glorify him, he then will glorify us. The reason he has not shown us a picture of our new self, our heavenly self—the reason he has not told us what it looks like—is probably because if we saw it now, we would either not believe it—not believe that that beautiful creature is us—or else we would be strongly tempted to worship it.

			Whatever it is that God has in store for us, it is always better, wiser, more loving, more joyful, more beautiful, and more worthy of song than we can imagine. The best description we have is this: we will be like Jesus. 

			Second Reading

			Philippians 4:4–7	

			Brothers and sisters: Rejoice in the Lord always. I shall say it again: rejoice! Your kindness should be known to all. The Lord is near. Have no anxiety at all, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, make your requests known to God. Then the peace of God that surpasses all understanding will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.

				

			“Your kindness should be known to all”—the Greek word here translated “kindness” means unusual patience, or moderation, or forbearance, or graciousness, or sweet reasonableness. It is not the easy, generic kindness that we expect all decent people to have, but the heroic and self-sacrificial Christian virtue that is part of agape love. St. Paul says this “should be known to all” (literally, “all men should recognize it”) because it is not generic but specific—it distinguishes Christians. It is part of what Jesus meant when he said, “This is how all will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:35).

			The reason for St. Paul’s rousing, joyful exhortation to “rejoice” is that “the Lord is near.” Does he mean his present nearness or his Second Coming at the end of time? Both. For both are cause for rejoicing.

			But how can we rejoice “always”? What about troubles and trials and pains and sufferings and failures? Here, too, “the Lord is near.” And because we know that, even though we cannot simply “rejoice always,” we can rejoice in the Lord always because the Lord is near always, even in our troubles and trials—especially there. Jesus said, in the Beatitudes, “Blessed are they who mourn, / for they will be comforted” (Matt. 5:4). Our sufferings can be blessings, if only we see the Lord’s hand in them and accept them out of faith and trust in him and offer them up to him in surrender to his perfect will. All the saints say that. It’s not easy, but it’s possible, and it’s blessed. Rejoicing does not mean feeling happy. We can’t control our feelings. But we can control our choices, and we can choose to rejoice even in our sufferings, to accept them in faith, and to say yes to them even through our tears. And that is something very powerful and precious to God.

			It’s not as hard as we think. If we develop the habit of offering up our little daily sufferings in faith, hope, and love, we will find it easier to do that when the big ones come. If not, not.

			When St. Paul tells us to “have no anxiety at all,” he uses an active verb, not a passive verb, implying that this is something under our control. Anxiety is a feeling, and it is not in our power to have or not have feelings, but it is in our power to dismiss or to admit a feeling. That is a choice of our free will. We can dismiss a feeling from our minds because we can know that the Lord is our shepherd and therefore we get from him absolutely everything we really need even though we do not get everything we want. We can’t choose not to feel awful, but we can choose to trust him even when we do. 

			God is all-powerful, all-good, and all-wise. We are not. Therefore, we don’t understand how our present sufferings can be blessings in disguise, but we can believe it, and that faith gives us a peace that “surpasses all understanding.” This peace does not come from us and from our understanding. It comes from God. It is God’s own peace (see John 14:27). Our feelings may continue to be roiled like storm waves on the surface of our consciousness, but that peace can continue to be there as an anchor underneath all the turmoil. 

			Anxiety is a feeling. The peace that St. Paul speaks of here is more than a feeling. Our peace comes from our faith, and our faith is more than our understanding and our understanding is more than our feelings; therefore, our peace is more than a feeling. 

			We can believe much more than we understand, and we can understand much more than we feel. If we can understand that the feelings of pain from an operation are necessary because we have faith and trust in our doctor who is taking care of us, then we can certainly know the same thing when it is God, the divine physician, who is taking care of us.

			Remember the parable of Fact, Faith, and Feeling, the three men who are walking on a high wall. As long as Faith keeps his eyes on Fact, on Truth, all three keep walking on the wall. But when Faith takes his eyes off of Fact and turns around to see about how Feeling is doing, both Feeling and Faith fall off the wall. But Fact never does. So let’s keep our eyes peeled on divinely revealed Fact, on Truth, not on our own feelings. Feelings are good, and natural, and important, and precious, but they are not eyes, they do not see. Faith does.
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			One other remarkable point in our Scripture passage today is these words of St. Paul: “By prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, make your requests known to God.” The four basic forms of prayer are adoration, thanksgiving, confession, and petition—both for our own needs and for the needs of others. St. Paul tells us to unite two of these, to pray “in petition with thanksgiving” (i.e., gratitude). 

			Gratitude is essential. If we do not have gratitude, we simply cannot be religious, and we cannot be moral; in fact, we cannot even be human and civilized. 

			But how can petitions be “with gratitude”? Gratitude is giving thanks for the blessings and graces God has already given us in the past, while petition is asking him for blessings and graces in the future. How can these two kinds of prayer be done at the same time? How can we combine petition with gratitude? How can petitions themselves be full of gratitude? 

			I think the answer is in our human experience, which is always the best analogy for our relationship with God. When we are grateful to our parents or our spouse or our close friends for the love they have given us, it is out of that relationship of gratitude and trust and love that we are bold to ask them for something we need. We would not ask a stranger because we don’t have that personal knowledge and trust that we have with a friend or spouse or parent. 

			It is the very same relationship that prompts both thanksgiving and petition, both our gratitude for past favors and our boldness to ask and expect future favors. The point is not the favors, whether past or future, but the relationship. The relationship does not depend on the favors. It’s not a calculating thing: “I remember you gave me A and B in the past, and therefore I think it is likely that you will give me C and D in the future. You are my machine: you did this for me when I pressed this button on you and that is why I am pressing the same button again.” That’s not friendship—that’s technology. 

			Gratitude and petition are equally appropriate relations with persons, and equally inappropriate relations with machines. “Please” and “thank you” are two of the most important things we teach our children to say, and they express petition and thanksgiving. We don’t say those two beautiful words to machines. And we must not let our relationships with machines creep into our relationships with persons. 

			Or with God. And we have a temptation to do that with God, to turn him into a kind of cosmic computer, hoping to change his mind when we press the right buttons on his keyboard. But the purpose of prayer, even petitionary prayer, is not to change God’s mind but to change our own. We pray to fulfill God’s will, not to change it. For God instituted prayer for that purpose: to give us the dignity of being active links in his providential chain. He often does not give us many of the good things that we need until we ask for them because he sees that what we need most of all is to ask, to pray, to have the two precious attitudes toward him that we teach our children to have toward us: the gratitude that prompts thanksgiving and the trust that prompts petition. In other words, “thank you” and “please.” They naturally go together. They are dimensions of the same relationship. You can’t really have either one without the other one. 

			We can also say “thank you” to God for the good things we trust he will give us as well as the good things he has already given us. We can thank him for his future love to us as well as for his past love to us, if we trust him, if we know him well enough to know that he always gives us what we truly need the most. 

			It’s not hard to see that that faith is justified and is based on reality: the reality that God’s love and power and wisdom are all unlimited. We don’t worship a God whose love for us is tiny, or even medium-sized, or even large, but a God whose love for us is infinite, infinitely greater than our love for each other. It’s not hard for us to believe that with our mind, but it’s hard to believe that with our lives, to apply that principle to every test of faith, every disappointment, suffering, failure, and problem that he allows to come into our lives. Most of our spiritual growing and maturing consists in learning to do that again and again, to pray the most essential of all petitions, “Thy will be done,” trusting that God’s will is the best will and God’s way is the best way. Because if that’s not true, then God is not God. If our way and our will and our plan are better than God’s, then we’re God and he’s not. And that’s insanity. Let’s not live in insanity. Let’s live in reality. That means: Let’s keep trusting and keep praying.

			Gospel

			Luke 3:10–18	

			The crowds asked John the Baptist, “What should we do?” He said to them in reply, “Whoever has two cloaks should share with the person who has none. And whoever has food should do likewise.” Even tax collectors came to be baptized and they said to him, “Teacher, what should we do?” He answered them, “Stop collecting more than what is prescribed.” Soldiers also asked him, “And what is it that we should do?” He told them, “Do not practice extortion, do not falsely accuse anyone, and be satisfied with your wages.” 

			Now the people were filled with expectation, and all were asking in their hearts whether John might be the Christ. John answered them all, saying, “I am baptizing you with water, but one mightier than I is coming. I am not worthy to loosen the thongs of his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. His winnowing fan is in his hand to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat into his barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.” Exhorting them in many other ways, he preached good news to the people.

				

			Students ask their teachers, “What should we think?” But the people asked John, “What should we do?” When Cicero, the great Roman orator, addressed the Senate, everyone said, “How beautifully he speaks!” But when Demosthenes, the great Greek orator, spoke, his soldiers leapt to their feet, clashed their swords on their shields, and said, “Let us march!” That is the difference between a philosopher and a prophet. John the Baptist was a prophet, and in the first words of our Gospel passage for today, they ask him not “What should we think?” but “What should we do?”

			John the Baptist was the last and greatest of the prophets. The Jews refer to their whole Scriptures, which Christians call the Old Testament, and their whole tradition, as “the Law and the prophets.” Both the Law and the prophets came from God. Both told us what to do and what not to do.

			So John the Baptist is very concrete and practical. He tells the man with two coats to give one of his coats to the man who has none. He tells the man with extra food to give some of it away to the man who is hungry. He tells the tax collectors, who were extorting more taxes from their people than the law required just to get rich themselves—which Roman law allowed and encouraged—to stop doing that injustice. He tells soldiers to stop using their power to bully and not to fight about their pay (Luke 3:10–14). It is not at all difficult for us to imagine exactly what John would say today to every profession. And to ourselves. It’s common sense, common justice. 

			We know that’s right because we all have a moral conscience, and we all admire the prophets’ appeal to that conscience because we all know, by conscience, that what the prophets tell us to do is the right thing. Prophets and conscience always agree. The prophets are our outer conscience, and our conscience is our inner prophet. Conscience is the one prophet that God gives to every single human being who was ever born. When we listen to our conscience, we listen to a divine prophet. 

			Our conscience is not infallible. It needs to be educated. It needs to seek and find the truth. But that’s much easier to do in the area of morality than in the area of theology.

			Every religion in the world has both a theology and a morality. The theologies of the world are very different. They differ on whether there is a God or not (Buddhism says no); and if so, whether God is one or many (pagan polytheism says many); and if he is one, whether he is a person or a force (pantheism says he is a force, as in Star Wars); and if he is a person, whether he created the universe or not (pantheism says no, he is the universe); and if he created the universe, whether he takes care of it and performs miracles (deism says no; theism says yes); and if he is personal, whether he is three divine persons or only one (Judaism and Islam say he is only one; Christianity says he is three). Those are terribly big differences. 

			But the different religions don’t differ much about morality. Every religion has something similar to the Ten Commandments. No religion approves blasphemy, lying, disrespect of parents and family, stealing, murdering, bullying, raping, cruelty, greed, injustice, arrogance, selfishness, hypocrisy, or adultery. They all approve justice and charity and humility and mercy and moderation and kindness and courage and honesty and respect. Even after the fall, God left a lot of knowledge of the moral law in the human conscience, even though he let the human mind wander far away in many directions from the truth of theology. 

			Why did he do that? I don’t know for sure, but I think part of the reason is this. The human race grows and matures in stages very much like an individual. And it’s easy to teach children what good and evil mean (though of course it’s not easy to make them choose the good all the time), but it’s not so easy to teach them what “God” means. Because the teachers themselves don’t know much more than the basics. God is a great mystery, something as much greater than human beings as human beings are greater than ants. But morality is something human, something on our level, something we know very well. We know the difference between good and evil much more clearly than we know the difference between orthodoxy and heresy. 

			There’s another reason too, I think. If you teach your kids about God but not about morality, they will know neither God nor morality; but if you teach them morality, they will know a lot about God. If you begin by teaching your children with a very clear morality, a Ten Commandments, at a very young age, and if they learn to love what is good and hate what is evil, if their will is good, then they are already implicitly loving God because they are loving what God is, loving the moral character of God. If you love holiness, goodness, justice, charity, and mercy, then even if you do not know who God is, you are at least loving what God is even if you do not yet know or love God; and then you stand a much better chance of finding out who God is. A great saint who is not a great theologian knows God more deeply, personally, and concretely than a great theologian who is not a great saint. You’re closer to God if you’re saintly, even if you have some wrong theological ideas, than if you’re a selfish hypocrite, like the Pharisees, even if you have the right theology, as they did. 

			Both of these two things, the head and the heart, both the mind and the will, both truth and love, are very important, but the heart is the most important. And the prophets instruct the heart, the moral will, the conscience. That’s how they prepare the way for Christ, and eventually for the surprising and shocking theology of Christ as the Son of God and the theology of the Trinity. That comes later. 
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			John the Baptist is not the Messiah but only the prophet of the Messiah; the forerunner, the preparer. He is the set-up act, not the main event; the appetizer, not the meal; the bulldozer that levels the ground for the road, not the road. He points to Jesus and says, “He must increase; I must decrease” (John 3:30) and “I am not worthy to loosen the thongs of his sandals” (John 1:27). Why? Because John baptizes only with water, and that water, the water in John’s baptism, is only a symbol of moral cleaning up, an external expression of the inner repentance that he preaches. But the Messiah, the promised one, Jesus, will baptize also with fire, with the fire of the Holy Spirit—that is, with God himself. And the water of Jesus’ Baptism will be more than a symbol: it will actually give us the life of God, the Spirit of God. (In Hebrew as well as in Greek, the same word means both “life” and “spirit.”) 

			If anyone ever asks you what Jesus gave to the world that it didn’t have before, don’t answer “morality,” because the world already had that. God already gave the moral law, both through conscience and through “the Law and the prophets,” through Moses and the Ten Commandments and through a long line of prophets, culminating with John the Baptist. So what did Jesus give us that the Law and the prophets didn’t give us? The answer is very simple: he gave us God. 

			He brought God to earth and to our souls. Jesus baptized with fire while John baptized only with water. Jesus baptized us with the fire of the Holy Spirit in the water of Baptism. There’s supernatural fire in that natural water.

			And we are given that fire, not to water it down or put it out, but to spread it, like a fire, like a good infection. That’s our task. Every Christian is a missionary. God gave us both natural, biological life and supernatural, spiritual life, to spread both, so we could “be fruitful and multiply” (Gen. 1:28 RSV-CE). And he gave us the natural life for the sake of the supernatural life. We were born so that we could be “born again” with the very life of God in our souls and spread it to everybody we come in contact with, like a good infection, by our deeds of love first of all and also by our words. 

			You can’t be both alive and dead at the same time. You can’t be both pregnant and not pregnant at the same time. You either have this fire, this life of God, in you, or you don’t. You are either like wheat or like chaff, John says. When wheat is harvested, the living wheat is kept and the dead outside husk, the chaff, is thrown away because it’s not alive and not edible. And at the Last Judgment, God will separate the living wheat from the dead chaff. That’s the message of John the Baptist. 

			That sounds scary. That doesn’t sound like the “good news,” which is what “Gospel” means. But our Gospel reading for today says that that is the Gospel. Right after the passage repeats John’s scary words that he will “gather the wheat into his barn, but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire,” it says, “Exhorting them in many other ways, he preached good news to the people.” How is that good news? The answer is very simple: it’s not good news to the chaff, but it’s good news to the wheat.

			[image: ]

			Both fire and water can have opposite meanings. Fire can symbolize life or death. So can water. Jesus says he comes to give us “living water” (John 4:10, 7:38). But the waters of the Red Sea were waters of death to the Egyptians who drowned in them, and the waters of Noah’s flood were waters of death to everyone who was not on the ark. So with fire. Fire can symbolize life, the life of God, as when John the Baptist says that he baptizes only with water but Jesus will baptize with the Holy Spirit and with fire. Or it can symbolize death, as when John speaks of the chaff burning with unquenchable fire. 

			The same water of the Red Sea was life to the Jews and death to the Egyptians. The same water of Noah’s flood was life to those inside the ark and death to those outside of it. It’s up to us to choose, life or death. In his last sermon to God’s chosen people, Moses says to them, “I have set before you life and death. . . . Choose life” (Deut. 30:19). 

			What kind of life? We all already have biological life, natural life. We didn’t choose that. We didn’t choose to be born. But we have to choose supernatural life. Every time we choose good and reject evil, every time we choose love and reject selfishness, and every time we choose truth and reject falsehood and lies, we choose more life, spiritual life, supernatural life, more of a share in the life of God, in letting the Holy Spirit have his way in our souls and make our souls more and more pregnant with the very life of God.

			That’s why Christians are holy. We are like the Eucharist. Behind the appearances of a merely human life there truly lies hidden a divine life. If we know that, we will treat each other not as something secular but as something sacred, as pieces of precious jewelry. We will see the sign God put on us: “Handle with care.”

		

	
		
			Fourth Sunday of Advent

			First Reading

			Micah 5:1–4a	

			Thus says the Lord: 

			You, Bethlehem-Ephrathah 

			too small to be among the clans of Judah, 

			from you shall come forth for me 

			one who is to be ruler in Israel; 

			whose origin is from of old, 

			from ancient times. 

			Therefore the Lord will give them up, until the time 

			when she who is to give birth has borne, 

			and the rest of his kindred shall return 

			to the children of Israel. 

			He shall stand firm and shepherd his flock 

			by the strength of the Lord, 

			in the majestic name of the Lord, his God; 

			and they shall remain, for now his greatness 

			shall reach to the ends of the earth; 

			he shall be peace.

				

			This messianic prophecy, like most prophecies, is by God’s deliberate design not simple and clear, like a weather forecast. It’s a clue, as in a detective story. It tests us. We have to actively interpret it. We understand it completely only when it is fulfilled. That’s why we understand the Old Testament completely only through the New, through Christ. Christ lets us read Bible history backward, interpreting the old through the new, which makes the old much clearer. 

			Ten things are said about the Messiah here, ten clues. Jesus fulfills them all: (1) that he will come from the tiny little town of Bethlehem, (2) that he will rule Israel, (3) that his origin is from of old, (4) that God waits for his mother, (5) that his brethren will return to Israel, (6) that he shall stand firm, (7) that he shall shepherd his flock, (8) that they shall remain, (9) that his greatness shall reach to the ends of the earth, and (10) that he shall be peace.

			Let’s go through the ten, briefly. Actually, there are no less than three hundred prophecies of the Messiah in the Old Testament, and Jesus fulfills all of them. No one in history has ever fulfilled nearly so many prophecies, just as no one in history has ever performed nearly so many miracles, or risen from the dead, or claimed to be not just a wise man but God incarnate. Jesus is absolutely unique.

			(1) First, why did he choose Bethlehem? Throughout history God works his greatest miracles through the poor and obscure people and places, not through the rich and the famous. Mary does the same: all her apparitions through the centuries are in out-of-the-way places and to poor people or children. Why? One reason is because God sees that we need to learn humility. And God can work with the humble, who trust him; he can’t work with the proud, who won’t. Another reason is that we need to learn to respect the poor and the obscure—not just to patronize them and pity them but respect them. Another reason is that we need to question our priorities and not expect so much from visible human greatness. Jesus could have been born in Rome, become emperor, and ruled the world. He did the opposite. He was born in a flyover state; he lived as an obscure carpenter for thirty years and was crucified as a criminal. Like water, God goes to the lowest places. 

			(2) Second, what does the prophecy mean that the Messiah will rule Israel? Most Jews thought it meant that he would be a great king, like Solomon, and a great political and military conqueror. But the true Israel that Jesus will rule, the true “chosen people of God,” is not a political or military or economic entity. Jesus’ seat is not in the halls of Congress but in the halls of our hearts. It is not a rule of power but of love. Our hearts are his thrones.

			(3) Third, what does it mean that his origin is from of old? Not merely that he is the son of David from a thousand years of Jewish ancestry, but that he is the Son of God from eternity. He was there “in the beginning” (John 1:1). He is the divine Word through whom God created the universe. God’s Word is not a set of letters; it is a person. His human name is Jesus. His divine name is God the Son, the eternal Son of God the Father. Even if Adam was still alive on earth today, Jesus would be older than Adam. He is also younger than all the babies who will ever be born.

			(4) Fourth, there is a Marian prophecy here too: God will wait for “she who is to give birth.” God could have just dropped his Son down from heaven as an adult, as a sort of opposite mirror image of the Ascension; but instead, he chose to begin as a zygote, then an embryo, then a fetus, then a baby, then a boy, then a teenager, and then a young man, to sanctify every stage of human life. (Even the life of a teenager! Teenagers can be like Jesus because Jesus was a teenager.) At the Annunciation, God’s angel waited for Mary’s permission before the Holy Spirit miraculously overshadowed Mary and she conceived in her womb her own Creator. That was all part of God’s plan from the beginning. Jesus is the only person in history who chose his own mother. 

			(5) Fifth, what does the prophecy mean when it says that “his kindred shall return / to the children of Israel”? When Micah gave this prophecy, he must have understood it to mean that the Jews would literally return to the Promised Land from exile, and this actually did happen. But it was also a symbol of something greater: the spiritual return that Jesus came to give to all of us: the return of our souls to God, our spiritual home. And when the passage calls us his “kindred,” it also prophesies that Jesus will remake us into God’s children and Jesus’ brothers. In the early Church, Christians were allowed to call God “Father” and pray the “Our Father” only after they became Christians by Baptism. It was not just a new name but a new nature, a real change in their very being. They were now part of God’s family, adopted sons and daughters of God, as Jesus is the eternal Son of God.

			(6) Sixth, the prophecy that says “he shall stand firm” probably signifies Jesus’ Resurrection. The word used in the Apostles’ Creed for the “resurrection of the body” is anastasis, which means, literally, “standing up.” It’s something dead bodies can’t do.

			(7) And the seventh prophecy, that “he shall . . . shepherd his flock,” means that Jesus will be to us what a good shepherd is to his sheep: their savior, protector, and benevolent owner, and eventually himself a sheep, the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world by being slaughtered, like the Passover lamb. He would be the real meaning of all the thousands of sheep that were sacrificed in the temple ritual from the time God gave to Moses his elaborate instructions about the liturgy of sacrifice right up to the time when this symbolism was fulfilled and revealed and understood in Christ. 

			(8) And when the eighth prophecy says “they shall remain,” the “they” here means us, his sheep, his people, his kindred; and the “remain” here probably means immortality. We “remain” alive even through death because Christ did. Our hope of resurrection rests on Christ’s Resurrection and our being “in” him. 

			(9) The ninth prophecy, which says, “His greatness / shall reach to the ends of the earth,” means that Christ will be made known to every place in the world. In the beginning, there were only a few disciples, then three thousand more at Pentecost, and today there are over two billion Christians in the world. What began in Jerusalem spread to Judea, to the rest of Israel, to the Near East and west to Europe, and then to the rest of the world. The fact that Europe is no longer a Christian continent is tragic but not devastating. Unlike most other religions, Christianity is not local but universal. Islam is mostly confined to Muslim countries, Buddhism to Buddhist countries, Confucianism to China, and Hinduism to India, but Christianity is worldwide. Today it is just as much an African religion as it is an American religion. Christianity is not a political or national system. Sorry to disappoint you, but Jesus isn’t running for president.

			(10) Finally, the prophecy says that “he shall be peace.” Notice that it does not say merely that he will teach peace, or even that he will make peace, but that he will be peace. He gives us only one gift: himself. In that one gift is all gifts. That’s why St. Paul writes that Jesus is our righteousness, our justification, and our redemption, not just that he gives these gifts. God is not like Santa Claus. Santa Claus gives a whole sack of gifts, but he does not give himself. He doesn’t live with us; he just drops off presents once a year. 

			When I was a little kid, I desperately wanted an expensive toy train for Christmas. My father sat me down and asked me, “Do you know why we give each other gifts at Christmas?” I said, “Because God gave us Jesus at the first Christmas, right?” He was pleased. “Right! And why did God do that?” “Because he loves us, right?” “Right again! Good for you, son. You understand the meaning of Christmas very well. Now if I don’t have enough money to buy you that expensive toy train you want, you still know I love you with all my heart, don’t you?” I thought quickly. This was a trick I didn’t expect. Could I hold him hostage until he gave me the toy? Could I lie and say no so that I’d make him buy me the train? No, he was smarter than I was. I couldn’t fool him. I had to tell the truth. So I said, “Yes, Dad, I know you love me no matter what.” “Good for you, son. You’re right again.” I thought: “Darn it, I just gave him an excuse not to buy me that toy.” When Christmas came, I got the toy. But I got something better: I got a lesson about love. The toy train is rusting away in my attic, but the lesson is not rusting away; it’s very much alive in my life. 

			When we give each other Christmas presents, as we will do as soon as Advent turns into Christmas, the point is love: love is the gift of yourself. In marriage, that gift of self is total, exclusive, forever, and unconditional. (If you don’t understand or believe that, please don’t get married until you do.)

			Second Reading

			Hebrews 10:5–10	

			Brothers and sisters: 

			When Christ came into the world, he said: 

			“Sacrifice and offering you did not desire, 

			but a body you prepared for me; 

			in holocausts and sin offerings you took no delight. 

			Then I said, ‘As is written of me in the scroll, 

			behold, I come to do your will, O God.’”

			First he says, “Sacrifices and offerings, holocausts and sin offerings, you neither desired nor delighted in.” These are offered according to the law. Then he says, “Behold, I come to do your will.” He takes away the first to establish the second. By this “will,” we have been consecrated through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.

				

			We are near the end of Advent and the beginning of Christmas. The whole two-thousand-year-long preparation of God’s chosen people in the Old Testament, or the Old Covenant, is the historical Advent that we celebrate liturgically in our Advent season; and those two thousand years were the world’s preparation for the coming of the Messiah, as our one-month Advent season is our preparation for the Christmas season of the liturgical year. This short passage from the Letter to the Hebrews shows us the essential contrast between the two covenants, or testaments, the old and the new.

			We speak of the Old Testament and the New Testament as two Scriptures, two collections of books. A “testament” is a covenant in written form. So what is a “covenant”?

			A covenant is a new relationship between persons that is entered into freely, is made by a promise, and is based on trust or faith or fidelity in keeping the promise. Without this trust, no human relationship can endure, whether friendships, families, businesses, states, laws, or treaties. That’s why, in primitive societies, one who is unfaithful to covenant promises is seen to be the most dangerous person in the world: because he is undoing the single most fundamental social bond between persons and thus attacking all of human society at its root. 

			The most complete and most important human covenant is marriage. That’s why marriage is frequently used in Scripture as a symbol, on the human or horizontal level, of the “vertical” covenant between God and man. That’s also why every stable society in history has had stable marriages. Ask yourself: What does that fact say about the health and future of our society? 

			A covenant may be either between man and man or between God and man. The Old and New Covenants in the Bible are between God and man.

			What is the essential difference between the Old Covenant and the New, between Moses and Christ, between Old Testament Judaism and New Testament Christianity? It’s the same God who instituted both, and his moral law has not changed. Jesus did not preach any new morality. In fact, even all the radical statements in his famous Sermon on the Mount can be found in the Jewish rabbinic tradition. But the essence of the Old Covenant was the sacrifice of animals, especially lambs, and also vegetables, especially grain, in the temple as a symbolic sin offering. They could not take away sin, but that which they symbolized—namely, Jesus’ sacrifice of himself on the cross—did take away sin. He was the Lamb of God who actually takes away the sins of the world. That’s the point of today’s passage from Hebrews.

			What motivated Jesus to do that? Obedience to the will of his Father. For Jesus, the phrase “I come to do your will” meant not merely obeying the commandments but above all doing the thing he came to earth to do: to establish the New Covenant by dying for us, to take away our sins, to undo the divorce between God and man. 

			Jesus comes to do God’s will. “Thy will be done” is the most essential prayer. It transforms our whole life. It takes our hands off the steering wheel of our lives and puts God’s hands on. It gets off the throne and lets God get on.

			And the essential thing God wills for us is to be like Christ, to give up our lives for others. For most of us, this will not involve physical martyrdom, but for all of us, it will involve the spiritual martyrdom of the sacrifice of self-will, of egotism, of the “my will be done” that is our spiritual programming, our spiritual heredity, our spiritual genetic code that we are born with. That’s what theologians call “original sin.”

			The will is a power of the soul, not of the body. Yet it was not only in his will but in his body that Christ suffered and died for us. Scripture says, “By this [spiritual] ‘will,’ we have been consecrated [that is, saved, made holy] through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ” (Heb. 10:10). Christ did not save us by only giving us his mind, his teachings; he saved us by giving us his body in his Passion and death on the cross. In the first half of the Mass, we hear the mind of Christ, the divinely inspired Word of God on paper. In the last half of the Mass, we offer the Body of Christ, the Word of God on wood, the wood of the cross. That is the sacrifice that saves us. 

			The temple sacrifices of the Old Covenant were also concrete, bodily, and bloody, not just abstract spiritual teachings or readings from a book—because they symbolized the concrete, bodily, bloody sacrifice on the cross. That’s why we have crucifixes on our walls instead of Bibles. The crucifix does not point to the Bible—the Bible points to the crucifix. 

			We receive the mind of Christ in the first half of the Mass in the inspired Scripture readings. We receive the Body of Christ in the second half of the Mass in Holy Communion. Friends share their minds with each other; parents and spouses, in different ways, give their bodies as well. 

			God wants to be our friend, so he shares his mind with us in divine revelation, and we share our minds with him in prayer. 

			God also wants to be our Father, so he gives us life. He creates each of us individually—he creates our soul when our parents procreate our bodies—and he also re-creates us in Baptism, when he gives us a share in his supernatural life. 

			God wants even more: he wants to marry us. The last event in human history is the marriage between the Lamb and his Bride, his Church—us (see Rev. 21–22). That spiritual marriage is consummated in heaven, but it begins here on earth. 

			Why would God want that? Why would he do that? And why would he pay such a price, on the cross, to do that? It seems crazy. 

			Because God is love. And love is crazy. “Crazy”! Whether she knew it or not, Patsy Cline’s classic song is really about God.

			Gospel

			Luke 1:39–45	

			Mary set out and traveled to the hill country in haste to a town of Judah, where she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the infant leaped in her womb, and Elizabeth, filled with the Holy Spirit, cried out in a loud voice and said, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb. And how does this happen to me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me? For at the moment the sound of your greeting reached my ears, the infant in my womb leaped for joy. Blessed are you who believed that what was spoken to you by the Lord would be fulfilled.”

				

			Today’s Gospel is one of the joyful mysteries of the Rosary—the Visitation. The Visitation produced one of the most joyful songs ever sung: Mary’s “Magnificat.” We don’t have the music—it was probably chanted—but we have the words. A lot of them. There are more words from Mary’s lips in this one song than all the other words put together that Mary says in all four Gospels. But we don’t have the “Magnificat” in today’s Gospel passage. Instead, we have part of the most often-repeated prayer in the world—the “Hail Mary.” The Hail Mary begins with the angel’s salutation to Mary at the Annunciation: “Hail, full of grace, the Lord is with you,” and then adds Elizabeth’s words: “Blessed are you among women and blessed is the fruit of your womb.” Protestants shouldn’t be suspicious of this prayer: these words are straight from the Bible. How can it be wrong to repeat what the Bible says God’s angel said and what Elizabeth said?

			Here’s a quiz question for you: Who was Jesus’ youngest disciple? The answer is John the Baptist, who recognized the Lord from the womb, before either he or Jesus was even born. 

			Here’s another Bible quiz question for you: Who was the first person to confess the first Christian creed? Here’s the answer. The first Christian creed, repeated in two passages in St. Paul’s letters, is the three-word formula “Jesus is Lord” (Rom. 10:9; 1 Cor. 12:3). Christians never called Caesar, or any other human being, “Lord.” The term “Lord” (kyrios in Greek) is reserved for God alone. This is the first creed because this is the first and most distinctive article of faith for a Christian: that Jesus is the Lord, Jesus is divine, Jesus is God incarnate. Now who is the first to confess him as Lord? And the answer is: Elizabeth. She said to Mary, who brought the unborn Jesus to Elizabeth, “How does this happen to me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me?” Elizabeth is the first to call Jesus “my Lord.” If a Christian is one who confesses that “Jesus is Lord,” that makes Elizabeth the first Christian. Her saying is also the biblical basis for calling Mary “the Mother of God.” For that is exactly what Elizabeth said she was.

			Here’s another Bible quiz question: How did Elizabeth know that Mary’s baby was the Lord, that he was divine? How could God be a baby in a woman’s womb? How could a baby in a woman’s womb be God? That’s a stretch that is almost impossible to make, especially for a Jew, who knows better than any of the polytheistic pagans who made up the rest of the world how unique and transcendent and perfect this one and only God is. How come Elizabeth was the first Christian theologian? How did she figure out the theology of the Incarnation? The text gives you the answer: She didn’t figure it out. She was told. By whom? By God. Elizabeth was “filled with the Holy Spirit.”

			Here’s another question: Why did Elizabeth say “Blessed are you among women”? Mary was the most blessed merely human being who ever lived, whether male or female; she was the only one whom God blessed by miraculously having her be conceived in her mother Anna’s womb without original sin. That’s the meaning of the Immaculate Conception. But Elizabeth could have said, “Blessed are you among all the human beings of either sex who have ever lived.” Why confine the class to women? And the answer is obvious: she is blessed as a woman—her womanhood is blessed—because she is the Mother of God. No male is the father of God, but this female is the Mother of God! Men can do many of the things women can do and women can do many of the things men can do, but the one thing no man can ever do is to be a mother. Only a woman can be a mother. That is already a high privilege that all women have over all men. And now God has added another privilege to Mary: added to human motherhood is divine motherhood. Among this privileged class of human beings, Mary is the most privileged. This is the most radical feminism ever imagined, the highest exaltation of womanhood in the history of human thought.

			One more question: How did John the Baptist recognize Jesus from inside Elizabeth’s womb even before either he or Jesus was born? Is that possible? Well, it’s possible for an unborn baby to recognize sounds and to respond to them, especially to classical music. There’s some scientific evidence that babies who are used to hearing classical music before they’re born are calmer and happier than babies who aren’t. So if a baby can recognize and respond to Mozart, all the more should he be able to recognize and respond to the one who invented and inspired Mozart, to the Word of God, to Jesus, to God incarnate. 

			Our science is teaching us that there’s much more going on everywhere in the universe than we thought before; that, as Hamlet put it to Horatio, “there are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy.” And two examples of that here are what’s going on in these two women’s wombs. 

			John the Baptist couldn’t hear Jesus, because Jesus wasn’t able to make any sounds from the womb. Unborn babies can hear, but they can’t speak. But look again at the text: “When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the infant leaped in her womb.” It was Mary’s voice that John heard. That was the music that was sweeter than Mozart. And then it went on to sing the “Magnificat.” John heard that music. 

			You see, Mary was doing the same thing that John the Baptist would do once he was born: preparing the way for Jesus, pointing to Jesus, preaching Jesus, disappearing into Jesus, stepping back and letting him appear. The greatest of all prophets (that’s what Jesus called John the Baptist) and the greatest of all women (that’s what God’s angel called Mary) both do the same thing: “He must increase; I must decrease,” as John put it (John 3:30). It’s their humility that makes them great. That’s the central theme of the “Magnificat”: that God exalts the humble and humbles the exalted. 

			That’s what Mary is doing all the time, and what she is doing now from heaven. She loves nothing more than to answer our petition in the Salve Regina: “Show unto us the blessed fruit of thy womb, Jesus.” Protestants miss that point: that Mary’s role in our lives is exactly the opposite of what they fear it is, a rival to Jesus, an obstacle to our total worship of Jesus, an idol. Her whole life and her whole love is to do nothing but point to him. She is the super-saint—not to be put on a pedestal far away in the rarefied air but to be imitated in our lives here on the ground. She is what we are all designed to be. Insofar as Protestants are Christ-centered, Mary is the perfect model for Protestants too.

		

	
		
			Christmas Time

		

	
		
			The Nativity of the Lord (Christmas): 
Vigil Mass

			First Reading

			Isaiah 62:1–5	

			For Zion’s sake I will not be silent, 

			for Jerusalem’s sake I will not be quiet, 

			until her vindication shines forth like the dawn 

			and her victory like a burning torch. 

			Nations shall behold your vindication, 

			and all the kings your glory; 

			you shall be called by a new name 

			pronounced by the mouth of the Lord. 

			You shall be a glorious crown in the hand of the Lord, 

			a royal diadem held by your God. 

			No more shall people call you “Forsaken,” 

			or your land “Desolate,” 

			but you shall be called “My Delight,” 

			and your land “Espoused.” 

			For the Lord delights in you 

			and makes your land his spouse. 

			As a young man marries a virgin, 

			your Builder shall marry you; 

			and as a bridegroom rejoices in his bride 

			so shall your God rejoice in you.

				

			There are four incredible promises here that God makes to his people, his faithful ones. First, they will shine like the dawn or like a burning torch or like a glorious crown held by the hand of the Lord. Second, they will be “called by a new name  / pronounced by the mouth of the Lord.” Third, God will delight in them and rejoice in them. Fourth, God will marry them.

			All four of these promises are astonishing.

			The first one, about the glorious light that will come from them, as from the dawn or from a burning torch, is astonishing because it is addressed to those who are slaves to their Babylonian captors and masters, and exiles from their homeland. It is addressed to the literally homeless, the last people on earth who you would expect to be glorious. Isaiah is telling shoeless, ragged slaves who are scrubbing dirty floors for their oppressive masters that they will be like rising suns and flaming victory torches. 

			What is this dawn light and why will Israel have it? It is most centrally Christ himself, the Savior of the whole world, who would be the crown of glory of God’s chosen people, the Jews. Jesus is not just generically human; he is a Jew. So to hate Jews is to hate Christ, to hate God himself. God will keep his covenant promises to his chosen people, even though most of them rejected their Messiah. Ironically, they rejected him because he did not give them the worldly, political success they wanted, yet God will still keep his covenant promises to them and favor them and give them greatness and success even in this world such as he gave to no other people in history. Like Christ, they will be hated more than any other people in history, and tyrant after tyrant, from Pharaoh to Hitler, will try to kill them. But they will not just survive but thrive remarkably. Half of everything valuable in our civilization comes from this tiny and perpetually persecuted people. They are history’s standing miracle.

			[image: ]

			The second promise, to believers, to God’s faithful, is that they will be called by a new name, a name that will be spoken by God himself. What does that mean? Well, in ancient societies your name was not just your social label but your real, God-designed identity. That’s why only God can give you a new name or change your name. He changed Abram’s name to Abraham, Sarai’s name to Sarah, Jacob’s name to Israel, and Simon’s name to Peter. A new name means a new identity, a new reality, a new being. We are destined to get a new name in heaven, to become something as shining and glorious as angels. In heaven, we will not be ghosts in the darkness but saints in the light, full of light like the dawn or like a burning torch. In the book of Revelation, God promises, “I shall also give a white amulet upon which is inscribed a new name, which no one knows except the one who receives it” (Rev. 2:17). This new identity is our true identity, our God-designed and God-destined identity. 

			This new name is a name that comes not from our mouth and our mind or those of our human parents but from God. That’s what the prophecy says: it is a “word,” but it is a word of God. And what God says is true, so this is our true identity. We will be “words of God” as the characters in a Shakespeare play are words of Shakespeare. But in heaven, our identities will be perfect; here, the players often forget or mess up their lines.

			Who else is called “the Word of God”? Christ. So we are destined to be not just disciples of Christ and imitators of Christ but actually to become like Christ, to actually share the very life of God. That’s in the Bible, and that’s not just for monks and mystics—it’s for everybody. If God let you see the thing you are destined to become in heaven, you probably would say, “That can’t be me.” When you were in your mother’s womb, if God had let you see the person you are today and told you, “That is what you are destined to become,” you wouldn’t believe that either. But you’d be wrong, and God would be right. As usual.

			[image: ]

			The third promise is that we will be God’s delight, God’s joy. This is incredible. Not only is God our joy, but we are also his joy! We already knew that God could make us happy because he has already done that many times in this life, and we hope that he will do it eternally in heaven; but we probably did not know that we could make God happy too, and that we can do that even now in an imperfect way whenever we turn to him and love him, and that we will be able to do that in a perfect way in heaven. We can make God happy! What a privilege!

			But isn’t God happy already? Yes. And isn’t his happiness perfect already? Yes. But God is not only divine—he is also human. Christ did not leave his human nature behind when he went back to heaven. And Christ’s human happiness can increase, even though his divine happiness can’t; and we can increase it! Every time we remember him and pray, every time we say to him “I love you” or “I believe in you” or “I trust you” or “I hope in you,” every time we turn from sin, every time we repent, every time we say “Thy will be done,” every time we spend time with him in Eucharistic adoration, every time we receive Holy Communion because we trust him and because we love him, and every time we love our neighbor, we increase his joy. Did you really think he didn’t care how much his children love each other, the children that he loves more passionately than their human fathers or mothers do?

			[image: ]

			The fourth promise is the most incredible of all: God wants to marry us. Our Creator wants to be our spouse. Marriage is the most intimate and complete of all possible human relationships, so it is the closest human analogy to true religion, a true relationship with God. It is spiritual marriage, of course, not biological. But it is really marriage—it’s not just symbolic. Earthly marriages are symbols of it, not vice versa! In both kinds of marriage, the two become one. The earthly marriage is only for this life, but the spiritual marriage is for both lives. It begins here. We get the very life of God in our souls (and even, in Holy Communion, in our bodies). Our souls get impregnated with a finite but real share in God’s own life. This is called theosis or divinization. It’s in the Bible: Peter, the first pope, writes in his second letter that we are destined to “share in the divine nature” (2 Pet. 1:4). 

			This is a glory and a joy beyond all human imagination, beyond all conceiving, beyond all understanding. Compared with this, the greatest joy and happiness and pleasure and ecstasy we have ever experienced on earth, and ever can dream of experiencing, is a pitiful, poor, paltry shadow. St. Paul described it in these words: “‘What eye has not seen, and ear has not heard, / and what has not entered the human heart, / what God has prepared for those who love him,’  / this God has revealed to us through the Spirit” (1 Cor. 2:9–10).

			That’s why you are here on earth and that’s why you are in this Church, this Ark. That’s where your ship is sailing to. 

			Second Reading

			Acts 13:16–17, 22–25	

			When Paul reached Antioch in Pisidia and entered the synagogue, he stood up, motioned with his hand, and said, “Fellow Israelites and you others who are God-fearing, listen. The God of this people Israel chose our ancestors and exalted the people during their sojourn in the land of Egypt. With uplifted arm he led them out of it. Then he removed Saul and raised up David as king; of him he testified, ‘I have found David, son of Jesse, a man after my own heart; he will carry out my every wish.’ From this man’s descendants God, according to his promise, has brought to Israel a savior, Jesus. John heralded his coming by proclaiming a baptism of repentance to all the people of Israel; and as John was completing his course, he would say, ‘What do you suppose that I am? I am not he. Behold, one is coming after me; I am not worthy to unfasten the sandals of his feet.’”

				

			There is nothing distinctive or unique in this passage; it is St. Paul’s typical Christian sermon to Jews. It begins by rehearsing Jewish history as the beginning of God’s providential plan, and then it fits Jesus into that plan as the promised Messiah, with John the Baptist as the sum of all the Old Testament prophets and as the herald for the one who is much more than a prophet, the one whose shoelaces John says he is not worthy to untie.

			The fact that this sermon is typical of Christian sermons and not at all unique in fitting Jesus into Jewish history is one of the things that makes Christianity atypical and unique among all the religions of the world. Jesus is not just a preacher of beautiful abstract ideas about God and man, theology and morality—ideas that are timelessly true. He is a concrete historical figure who changes all of human history. Christianity is a historical religion. Jesus was just as concretely, historically real as David was and as you are. Meeting him in your history, in your life, and believing in him, hoping in him, and loving him is the whole point of our religion. 

			That’s a very short and simple point, but it’s the whole point, in the sense that everything is in there. That concrete meeting with Christ is the point of the Church and sacraments and priests and Bibles and Masses and commandments and theology and catechism and evangelization and missionaries and collecting money and serving the poor and working for social justice—everything in the Christian religion is about that and is there for that or because of that. 

			So it is up to us whether or not all this stuff achieves the whole purpose for which God invented it, the purpose for which God did all that he did for three thousand years of Jewish and Christian history, from Moses to David to John the Baptist to Jesus to you. He did it all to reach down to touch you in your concrete history and life. You are absolutely needed to fulfill, to complete, to make successful this whole thing called the biblical and Christian and Catholic religion that God invented and revealed. 

			It’s a gift: its whole purpose is to be received. It’s like a proposal: its whole purpose is marriage. It’s like a story: its whole purpose is its ending. And you write the last chapter with your life. It’s like a meal: its whole purpose is to be eaten. In fact, you will eat the whole meaning of life the next time you receive Holy Communion.

			Gospel

			Matthew 1:1–25	

			The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of Abraham. 

			Abraham became the father of Isaac, Isaac the father of Jacob, Jacob the father of Judah and his brothers. Judah became the father of Perez and Zerah, whose mother was Tamar. Perez became the father of Hezron, Hezron the father of Ram, Ram the father of Amminadab. Amminadab became the father of Nahshon, Nahshon the father of Salmon, Salmon the father of Boaz, whose mother was Rahab. Boaz became the father of Obed, whose mother was Ruth. Obed became the father of Jesse, Jesse the father of David the king. 

			David became the father of Solomon, whose mother had been the wife of Uriah. Solomon became the father of Rehoboam, Rehoboam the father of Abijah, Abijah the father of Asaph. Asaph became the father of Jehoshaphat, Jehoshaphat the father of Joram, Joram the father of Uzziah. Uzziah became the father of Jotham, Jotham the father of Ahaz, Ahaz the father of Hezekiah. Hezekiah became the father of Manasseh, Manasseh the father of Amos, Amos the father of Josiah. Josiah became the father of Jechoniah and his brothers at the time of the Babylonian exile. 

			After the Babylonian exile, Jechoniah became the father of Shealtiel, Shealtiel the father of Zerubbabel, Zerubbabel the father of Abiud. Abiud became the father of Eliakim, Eliakim the father of Azor, Azor the father of Zadok. Zadok became the father of Achim, Achim the father of Eliud, Eliud the father of Eleazar. Eleazar became the father of Matthan, Matthan the father of Jacob, Jacob the father of Joseph, the husband of Mary. Of her was born Jesus who is called the Christ. 

			Thus the total number of generations from Abraham to David is fourteen generations; from David to the Babylonian exile, fourteen generations; from the Babylonian exile to the Christ, fourteen generations. 

			Now this is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about. When his mother Mary was betrothed to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found with child through the Holy Spirit. Joseph her husband, since he was a righteous man, yet unwilling to expose her to shame, decided to divorce her quietly. Such was his intention when, behold, the angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary your wife into your home. For it is through the Holy Spirit that this child has been conceived in her. She will bear a son and you are to name him Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: 

			Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, 

			and they shall name him Emmanuel, 

			which means “God is with us.” 

			When Joseph awoke, he did as the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took his wife into his home. He had no relations with her until she bore a son, and he named him Jesus.

				

			There are two options for the Gospel today. The long form includes Jesus’ genealogy, forty-two generations of it, with great names like Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Judah, Rahab, Ruth, Jesse, David, Solomon, Joseph, and Mary. Why is this there? Why is it important?

			For one thing, genealogies are more important to all other cultures than they are to our own. We are more uprooted from history, ancestry, and our own tradition and roots than any other culture in the history of the world. The first commandment of the second table of the Law is to “honor your father and your mother” (Exod. 20:12). That includes their fathers and mothers too.

			For another thing, this genealogy is important because, unlike most ancient genealogies, there are women in it. One of them was a prostitute (Rahab), one was a Gentile saint (Ruth, a Moabitess), and one was the immaculately conceived Mother of God (Mary). Jesus’ ancestry includes the whole human spectrum, the whole range of humanity.

			For another thing, it plunks Jesus right down into concrete human history. (See the comments on the previous reading, Paul’s summary of Jewish history in his sermon in Acts.) Christianity is not “just a story” but a true story, not myth but history. 

			For still another thing, it summarizes the list of characters in Jewish history. History is “his story,” God’s story, God’s providential plan. Every story has five dimensions: the plot, the characters, the setting, the theme, and the style. From the point of view of the storyteller of this story—that is, from God’s point of view—the most important of these five elements is the characters. Why? Because they are God’s children. Unlike the plot, the setting, the theme, or the style, they are created in the image of God. 

			In Ernest Hemingway’s depressing account of the terrible Spanish Civil War, the protagonist is in despair about so many good people being killed needlessly in a wicked war that both sides were destined to lose. As he reads the names of the dead on their gravestones, his thoughts go something like this: In war, all words, especially high words like “honor” and “justice,” lose their meaning. They are shown to be fakes, excuses for killing, rationalizations, ideologies, false advertisements, lies. But these names are the one exception. These names are real, and every one of them has real value, even if the war that they die in does not. It seems that they die and the war endures, but it’s really the opposite: they endure, their meaning and value endure forever, while the war eventually dies. 

			Hemingway was a bad Catholic, not a good Catholic; but he was a Catholic, and that’s a very Catholic insight.

			Gospel

			Matthew 1:18–25	

			This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about. When his mother Mary was betrothed to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found with child through the Holy Spirit. Joseph her husband, since he was a righteous man, yet unwilling to expose her to shame, decided to divorce her quietly. Such was his intention when, behold, the angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary your wife into your home. For it is through the Holy Spirit that this child has been conceived in her. She will bear a son and you are to name him Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: 

			Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, 

			and they shall name him Emmanuel, 

			which means “God is with us.” 

			When Joseph awoke, he did as the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took his wife into his home. He had no relations with her until she bore a son, and he named him Jesus.

				

			It is a familiar story. What new things could be said about it? Part of the answer is precisely that fact, the fact that it is familiar and not new. How could such an incredible story become so familiar? It’s not about ordinary, familiar things. Never before or since has a virgin conceived a child. Never before or since did God become man. How can a story that incredible have become so familiar that we can be bored by it? How could it have been taken into our minds and hearts and lives so completely? How could so many wise and reasonable people, of all educational levels, from the most simple to the most profound, have been convinced by it for two thousand years? 

			The answer is surely not in the writers of the story, Matthew and Mark and Luke and John. They did not invent it; they just reported it. Nor is it in Jesus’ parents, Mary and Joseph. They say very little. Mary speaks only four or five sentences in Scripture outside of her song the “Magnificat.” And Joseph says absolutely nothing. Where does the power of this story come from? 

			The answer is not in the story’s inner credibility. No one says, “Oh, another virgin birth. How boring. Well, virgin births happen. So what else is new?” 

			The answer to the power of the story about this baby is in the baby. In Jesus. There are stories of virgin births in pagan traditions too, but no one believes them or even remembers them anymore, except a few experts and scholars of the pagan myths. There are also a few Hindu and Buddhist stories of miraculous virgin births, but they are not in their official scriptures, and they are not important, not central to those religions; they are usually interpreted as pious fairy tales, not historical facts. Why? Because there is no Jesus there. 

			The central character in the Christian story, from the beginning, is Jesus, even when he is a baby. It’s not the angel or Joseph or even Mary. It’s Jesus. He’s the one who is God-with-us, the eternal God who, astonishingly, became a man, took on a human nature, a fully human nature, from its very first step, a one-celled zygote. Eternity entered time. That which has no beginning acquired a beginning in time. The Author of the whole story of the universe entered into his own story as one of his characters, as the Main Character. 

			By the way, the uniqueness of the divinity of Jesus, the fact that only Jesus is God and Mary is only a human being, does not make Mary irrelevant or unimportant, as Protestants usually think, but exactly the opposite: for the unique divinity of Jesus means that Mary is not just the mother of the greatest human being who ever lived but literally the Mother of God! Our God deliberately chose his own mother, and gave her to us, from the cross, when he said, “Behold, your mother” (John 19:27).

			Why did he do it? Why did he become incarnate? Out of love. To take away the sins of the world. To undo the fall. To get us into heaven. The angel announced, “You are to name him Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” He didn’t say, “Because he will save his people from those nasty totalitarian Romans.” He didn’t say, “Because he will save his people from their poverty, or their slavery, or their low social standing, or their little daily worries and problems,” but from life’s Number One problem: sin, our separation from God. Sin refers to our inability not only to deserve heaven but even our inability to endure it—to endure its perfect, holy light. 

			Jesus didn’t come as a sage, or a philosopher, or a scholar, or a political leader. Jesus didn’t run for president or for emperor. He’s not Super Social Worker, or Super Theologian. He’s the Savior.

			But how does that work? How does this baby save the world? How does his death atone for our sins? We do know that it works that way because God has told us that. How did God tell us that? Through Jesus’ own words, through the words of the Church that he established to teach in his name and with his authority, and through the Bible that he inspired, the books of the New Testament that his Church wrote and canonized. That’s how we know that it works that way. But just how it works, the spiritual technology, so to speak, we don’t fully understand, and we don’t have to, any more than we have to understand how electricity, or sunlight, or nuclear energy works in order to use it. We don’t have to know how light works; we just have to open our eyes and God provides it. God provides salvation for us as soon as we open our heart to him. 

			How does he do that? Where does he do that? That little baby is the surprising answer.

			[image: ]

			Jesus was born from a virgin. The virgin birth is not God’s insult to sex, or to men. What it shows is that Jesus’ father is not Joseph but God, so Jesus has a divine nature. It also shows us that his mother is Mary, not God, so that he has a human nature too. But he is not half human and half divine, as a centaur is half man and half horse; he is wholly human and wholly divine. He is so human that he understands absolutely everything about human life from his own experience, including temptation, but not sin. (Sin, unlike drunkenness or drugs, is better understood from outside than from inside, like intelligence and love.) And he is so divine that he is omniscient, all-knowing—he understands everything, absolutely everything, about us—and also omnipotent, all-powerful, so that everything that happens to us is under his power, either by providence or by miracle, either through natural forces or supernatural forces, all of which are in his hand. “He’s got the whole world in his hands.” Lady Julian of Norwich, a medieval mystic, was given visions by God, and one of them was the vision of a large hand holding a tiny little hazelnut. She asked God what the nut was, and God replied: “That is everything that has been made.” 

			That’s the bottom line of the story of the virgin birth, the difference it makes to our daily lives today, to every detail in them. That baby is the Lord not just of Sunday but of every other day too. All days, all times, are “the Lord’s day.” He is the Lord of space as well as time; he is the Lord not only of what goes on inside the walls of this church but also of everything that goes on outside its walls. 

			He is also the Lord and conqueror of evil, both bodily evils and spiritual evils. The hand of that baby is busy right now giving us good and delivering us from evil. Both his gifts and his deliverances take time because we are in time. And both work invisibly as well as gradually, so we don’t usually see them happening miraculously and suddenly, as we do in the movies. We are not in the theater seats watching the movie of our lives. We are in the movie, one frame at a time, so we don’t see all of it. But God does. In fact, he wrote the script. 

			That doesn’t mean we are passive. Our job is to speak the lines. 

		

	
		
			The Nativity of the Lord (Christmas): 
Mass during the Night

			First Reading

			Isaiah 9:1–6	

			The people who walked in darkness 

			have seen a great light; 

			upon those who dwelt in the land of gloom 

			a light has shone. 

			You have brought them abundant joy 

			and great rejoicing, 

			as they rejoice before you as at the harvest, 

			as people make merry when dividing spoils. 

			For the yoke that burdened them, 

			the pole on their shoulder, 

			and the rod of their taskmaster 

			you have smashed, as on the day of Midian. 

			For every boot that tramped in battle, 

			every cloak rolled in blood, 

			will be burned as fuel for flames. 

			For a child is born to us, a son is given us; 

			upon his shoulder dominion rests. 

			They name him Wonder-Counselor, God-Hero, 

			Father-Forever, Prince of Peace. 

			His dominion is vast 

			and forever peaceful, 

			from David’s throne, and over his kingdom, 

			which he confirms and sustains 

			by judgment and justice, 

			both now and forever. 

			The zeal of the Lord of hosts will do this!

				

			What is very clear about this prophecy of the Messiah is that his birth will be reason for an immense rejoicing. What is not clear is why. The prophecy is deliberately mysterious. God certainly could have inspired clearer and more unambiguous prophecies, but he didn’t; and there is always a good reason for what God does. Let’s see if we can find the reason here.

			What is clear is that the joy that this promised Messiah will bring will be immense. It will be like the joy of people who are used to darkness suddenly getting light. It will be like starving people rejoicing at a good harvest of food. It will be like the good guys totally beating the bad guys and like the winners of a great battle capturing and dividing all the goods of their enemies. It will be like a harvest banquet, a Thanksgiving dinner. It will be like slaves being freed from their yoke, which is the pole or rod that binds oxen to the plow and to each other for plowing. 

			The obvious meaning of these analogies is something visible and material and this-worldly, but the true interpretation is much greater than that: the material joys are only symbols of a much greater spiritual joy. Spiritual joys are much greater and much more joyful than merely physical joys. Good food and wine give you joy only for a little while, but the joy of a good conscience and the joy of real, total, mutual love gives you joy forever. Spiritual sorrows, sorrows that are on the human level and not just the animal level, are also greater than physical sorrows, which we share with the animals. That’s why, when we are in very deep spiritual pain, like despair, we give ourselves more physical pain by banging our head against the wall or tearing our hair out—to distract ourselves from the greater pain within. 

			Thus, the physical light that will replace the physical darkness of the land like a sunrise is a symbol of the greater light of truth, the inner light, the enlightenment that we get from Christ, the light of the world, and a foretaste of the light we will get in heaven when we see God face-to-face. The harvest and physical food here symbolize the greater harvest of spiritual goods, our true soul food, which is the very life of Christ in our souls. The freedom from the yoke of slavery is a physical symbol for freedom from the greatest slavery of all—the addiction to sin. The Messiah will smash that rod, that yoke, that chain by which the devil yanks us like puppets and makes us his Damn Yankees. (Apologies to New Yorkers for the bad pun in good fun.) 

			God will not always save us from our physical enemies, but he will always save us from our spiritual enemies. Jesus says to his disciples, “Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul; rather, be afraid of the one who can destroy both soul and body in Gehenna” (Matt. 10:28). Jesus was called “Savior” not because he would save us from this-worldly, physical evils like the tyranny of the Romans over the Jews, but, as the angel said, “You are to name him Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21).

			But we get from God only what we really want; if all that we want is our little creature comforts and not anything else, and if we don’t believe in and want and ask for anything else, then we won’t get it. When Jesus tells us that “the one who seeks, finds” (Matt. 7:8), he’s not talking about winning the lottery or winning an election but about winning heaven, about the infinite and eternal joy that “eye has not seen, and ear has not heard” (1 Cor. 2:9). 

			So this prophecy of Isaiah describes the Messiah in terms that are deliberately ambiguous to test us. He will have “dominion.” But not political dominion, not this-worldly power. He will be “wonderful,” but not a rock star. He will be our “counselor,” but not our pop psychologist who will just make us accept ourselves as we are, feel good about ourselves, and make us into comfortably self-righteous Pharisees instead of asking us to repent of our sins. He will be our “hero,” but not our Superman. He will be our “father,” but not our physical father. He will be a prince, but not sit on an earthly throne. He will make peace, but not peace with the world, the flesh, and the devil but with neighbor, self, and God. His “dominion” is vast, but it won’t come through “domination,” like the dominions of earthly rulers. He won’t run for president. He will inherit David’s throne, but not his political throne. David’s throne was his heart: David made his heart God’s throne. Scripture says David was “a man after [God’s] own heart” (1 Sam. 13:14). The Messiah will rule over his kingdom, but his kingdom will be the kingdom of heaven. That’s why when Pontius Pilate asks him if he is indeed a king, Jesus replies, “You say I am a king. . . . My kingdom does not belong to this world. If my kingdom did belong to this world, my attendants would be fighting to keep me from being handed over” (John 18:37, 36). 

			Are you disappointed in that? Do you wish his kingdom was of this world? Do you wish he would give you all the power and prosperity and riches that you lack? I hope not. Please don’t hope to use him as a means to your own ends, your own agenda, your own creature comforts, because he won’t satisfy that hope—that hope is hopeless. But if you want to conform to him rather than conforming him to you, he will grant that request. If your prayer is “Thy will be done” instead of “My will be done,” he will answer that prayer. And that will give you a joy that no one can ever take away from you. I guarantee it. Jesus guarantees it.

			What God is testing in us with these deliberately ambiguous prophecies is our hearts, our loves, our deepest desires. The first thing Jesus asks his prospective disciples in John’s Gospel is “What do you seek?” What do you want? What do you love? What does your deepest heart long for? He’s implying, with that question, something like this: “If you want what I am, I will give it to you. If you want light and life and love, the light of truth and the love that is a participation in the very life of God, the love that is his very being, the love that I will show you in my life and death, the self-forgetful, self-giving love that is life’s supreme meaning—if that is what you want, then that is what you shall get. If you want something else, go to somebody else. For that is what I am and that is what I offer to you: myself.” 

			And that is also what Jesus is saying to you right now. 

			That is why you are here at Mass: to give yourself and your life to him and to receive him into your heart and into your life and even into your body in Holy Communion. This wonderful prophecy is for you. Jesus Christ is God’s prescription against your deepest disease and for your highest joy. Nothing less will do the job. 

			Second Reading

			Titus 2:11–14	

			Beloved: The grace of God has appeared, saving all and training us to reject godless ways and worldly desires and to live temperately, justly, and devoutly in this age, as we await the blessed hope, the appearance of the glory of our great God and savior Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us to deliver us from all lawlessness and to cleanse for himself a people as his own, eager to do what is good.

				

			There is a difference between doing what is good and doing what is evil, of course. But there is also a great difference between just doing what is good and being “eager to do what is good.” We can do what is good for three different reasons. 

			The first and lowest one is out of fear of punishment—that is, out of the calculation that we can’t sin and get away with it even though we’d like to. In that state of soul, our hearts and our loves are still attached to sin and the pleasures of sin, and it’s not the intrinsic goodness of goodness that makes us choose goodness but only the fear of the pain of punishment. So we practice the virtues unhappily and reluctantly, as making the best of a bad deal.

			The second motive is much better: it is our duty, and we want to obey our duty because it is right and just and honorable. But we still see that duty as a pain. On this second level, we will goodness more than pleasure and we hate evil more than we hate pain, but we are still not happy and eager to do what is good for its own sake. But we know it is required of us and we want to do our duty—to obey the law, to play by the rules of the game. 

			Duty is a good motive, much better than fear, but it is not the best one. The best one is love. Love makes us not only willing but eager. Lovers are always eager, and passionate. It is very good and honorable to do the right thing simply because it is the right thing and not because we will be rewarded and not punished. Duty is a higher motive than fear. But love is an even better motive than duty. Duty is a fallback when love fails. 

			Love is not first of all and essentially a feeling, although it is usually accompanied by feelings and powerfully encouraged or discouraged by feelings. But we can’t directly control our feelings. Feelings are not freely chosen. And therefore, we are not directly responsible for our feelings but only for our free choices. God did not command us to have certain feelings; that just doesn’t work. Love is an act of free will. Love is the free and sincere gift of yourself, what you are, and what you have to another person for that other person’s benefit. Aquinas defines love simply as “willing the good of the other.” 

			When we stop worrying about feelings and just love, we find that the feelings come and that these are deeper and more lasting feelings. One of them is eagerness or passionateness. The more we love, the more eager we are to do whatever that love calls for.

			St. Paul is inviting us to that third level in today’s epistle. But how? How can we move into this third level? 

			As usual, Christ is the answer. We need to fall in love with Jesus Christ. We can choose to do this. Falling in love is not like falling into a hole in the ground. It’s something you actively choose to do—or refuse to do. It’s more like a leap than a fall; it is a leap of faith, not an accident. 

			Mother Teresa was once asked, “If you could choose any one gift of God that God would give to us, what gift would you choose for us?” She answered: “That you all fall totally in love with Jesus Christ.” 

			That’s the definition of a saint. That’s also how you change the world. It takes saints to change the world truly, deeply, and lastingly. There is no easier way. But there is also no more joyful way. The world was converted—the hard-nosed, practical, tough Roman empire was converted—by Christian saints. They had more power to change more people’s lives than emperors, kings, warrior heroes, sages, or philosophers. 

			That has to happen again. The world needs another change. It has to start with you. Peace on earth has to start right here in your heart and your life. And you have to let it begin with God and your relationship to God. You have to not just wish it all by yourself but to pray honestly to God: “Let there be peace on earth and let it begin with me”—and you have to mean it. 

			But beware when you pray that—because God will take you at your word.

			The only way to move from duty to eagerness in practicing the virtues is to fall in love with Christ, not with abstract ideas or even virtues. If we see the virtues that are mentioned in this Scripture passage—rejecting godlessness, worldly desires, and greed and embracing temperance, moderation, justice, and devotion—as abstractions, as abstract qualities or ideals, we probably will not fall in love with them and be eager to practice them. But if we fall in love with Christ, then we fall in love with everything Christ is, including all the virtues. He makes them concrete. And loving him makes us not just good but eager to be like him.

			Gospel

			Luke 2:1–14	

			In those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that the whole world should be enrolled. This was the first enrollment, when Quirinius was governor of Syria. So all went to be enrolled, each to his own town. And Joseph too went up from Galilee from the town of Nazareth to Judea, to the city of David that is called Bethlehem, because he was of the house and family of David, to be enrolled with Mary, his betrothed, who was with child. While they were there, the time came for her to have her child, and she gave birth to her firstborn son. She wrapped him in swaddling clothes and laid him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn. 

			Now there were shepherds in that region living in the fields and keeping the night watch over their flock. The angel of the Lord appeared to them and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were struck with great fear. The angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for behold, I proclaim to you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. For today in the city of David a savior has been born for you who is Christ and Lord. And this will be a sign for you: you will find an infant wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger.” And suddenly there was a multitude of the heavenly host with the angel, praising God and saying: 

			“Glory to God in the highest 

			and on earth peace to those on whom his favor rests.”

				

			The story is familiar. Yet we find new things in it when we probe more deeply into its details. 

			For instance, we see the difference between Christianity and all other religions in the literal historical references—the names and dates. There is nothing even remotely like this in any of the pagan myths, legends, and fairy tales. 

			We also see how God uses pagan tyrants like Caesar Augustus as minor characters in his story to get Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem by ordering a census in every person’s hometown in the empire. 

			We also see how God uses poverty and poor people to accomplish great things: Mary and Joseph were so poor they had to have their baby in a cattle stall. We tend to look down on the poor when we give them handouts, but when God looks down on the poor, he sends them angels. The announcement by God’s angels of the greatest event in the history of the world was made to the poorest class of working people in Israel: poor shepherds who lived outdoors with their sheep. 

			But the detail I’d like to probe into more deeply today is the name of the town Jesus was born in—Bethlehem. The word means “house of bread.” 

			This was David’s city, and the Messiah, the promised Savior, was prophesied to be born there. He was also prophesied to be of the house and lineage of David—that is, David’s direct descendent, his great-great-great-many-times-removed grandson.

			Bethlehem is a small, unimportant town. Mary and Joseph seemed to be small and unimportant people. God does his greatest miracles in small and unimportant places and for small and poor and unimportant people. Every one of Mary’s many miraculous apparitions have followed that pattern. Think of that the next time you are in a small and unimportant place and dealing with poor and unimportant people. Think of it also when you are in important places and dealing with important people. God loves to turn our expectations upside down. Why? Because we are upside down, and he wants to turn us right side up.

			What does the name “house of bread” mean? It means, first of all, that this is a town where bread is baked. Bread is the “staff of life”—the most basic, simplest, underlying food of most people. In the Orient, it’s rice. In Ireland, it was potatoes. In Italy, it’s pasta. Bread is cheap, unlike meat. Rich people eat a lot of meat; poor people eat a lot of bread, rice, pasta, or potatoes.

			Bread comes from the cooperation between two forces: the earth, which supplies the wheat, and human effort, which processes it, separating the living wheat from the dead chaff, grinding it into powder, adding water and yeast, kneading it into loaves, and baking it in ovens. Thus, the priest at Mass offers bread—nothing else will do, it has to be bread—and calls it “fruit of the earth and work of human hands.” The earth supplies the material, like a mother—almost all cultures speak of “Mother earth”—and farmers plant and harvest and process what she supplies. The pattern in nature is the pattern God follows in his supernatural work of the Incarnation. Mary is the mother. She supplies her womb, her body, her human nature. Not Joseph but God the Father supplies the rest of the nature of this baby. Jesus is virgin-born not because God is allergic to sex—he invented it, after all—but because Jesus was to have two natures: his human nature from Mary and his divine nature from God the Father. He is fully human and fully divine, somewhat like bread, which comes from the marriage between the fruit of the earth and the work of human hands.

			We need food to live, and bread is the word that is often used for food in general. When Jesus tells us to pray “Give us this day our daily bread,” he is telling us to pray for all the food we need, not just bread; and not just for physical food but also and above all for the spiritual food for the life of our souls—the Eucharist. 

			So “bread” means all “food” or “all that we need for food,” and “food” means “life” or “all that we need for life”—a life that is spiritual as well as physical. And this little town, Bethlehem, the “house of bread,” will give us all that we need for life. Jesus is all that we need. He is not just our model, our teacher, and our example; he is our God. St. Paul writes, “My God will fully supply whatever you need, in accord with his glorious riches in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 4:19). Jesus is all that we need. He is our life. He is our bread. “House of bread” means “house of Jesus.”

			That’s why it was appropriate for him to use bread in the Eucharist. He could have transubstantiated anything into his own Body, but he chose bread. In fact, God probably invented bread in the first place for that very reason. He had the Eucharist in mind when he invented wheat and when he inspired the first farmer to farm it and the first baker to bake it.

			So the name of the town Jesus was born in is a Eucharistic name. That’s true in two ways: because of the “house” and because of the “bread.”

			First, the house. Jesus himself is our house. A house is what you live in, and Jesus is the spiritual house we live in. We do not merely obey his will and imitate his virtues; we share his life as soon as we are baptized into his Church, which is his Mystical Body. We are “in” him, not outside of him. We are members of his Body—“members,” like bodily organs, not like members of a political party or a club or a business.

			Second, the bread. Bread is what we eat, and Jesus is who we eat, literally, in the Eucharist. It is literal, even though it is spiritual rather than chemical. It is literally our life because if we don’t eat, we die. And our souls die if we don’t spiritually eat Jesus, at least by faith, and normally also by Baptism and the Eucharist, which are the channels of grace that Christ himself instituted. He is our soul’s very life, our “bread of life.” He is the life of our souls as our souls are the life of our bodies.

			Nothing you can ever do in this world is greater and holier and more powerful than partaking of his very life in Holy Communion.

		

	
		
			The Nativity of the Lord (Christmas): 
Mass at Dawn

			First Reading

			Isaiah 62:11–12	

			See, the Lord proclaims 

			to the ends of the earth: 

			say to daughter Zion, 

			your savior comes! 

			Here is his reward with him, 

			his recompense before him. 

			They shall be called the holy people, 

			the redeemed of the Lord, 

			and you shall be called “Frequented,” 

			a city that is not forsaken.

				

			The word “religion” means literally “a binding relationship.” This short messianic passage from the prophet Isaiah uses seven different terms for the relationship we have with God through Christ. 

			There are many other terms for it since it is the richest, deepest, and most wonderfully multidimensional relationship in human life. But here are six of them.

			The first is the name “Lord.” That is a relationship word. It designates the relationship God has to us. God is our Lord. God is not his own lord. The Father is not the Son’s lord; he is his Father. 

			“Lord” is a word of total worship, adoration, and obedience. No earthly lord can claim that. That’s why Jews and Christians were thought to be more dangerous to the lordship of Caesar than anyone else. Unlike everyone else in the world, Christians and Jews never called Caesar “lord.” That is why they were persecuted by the Romans. 

			The second name is “Father,” which was what Jesus consistently called God. The name “Father” is not explicitly said here but it is implied when the prophet Isaiah calls God’s chosen people “daughter Zion.” Mary exemplifies this name most perfectly: she is the perfect daughter of the Father. The word “daughter,” and its implied correlative word “Father,” suggests a relationship of total love, faith, trust, and hope. Mary is also the mother of the Son and the spiritual spouse of the Holy Spirit, so she has the three most total and intimate and important of human relationships with all three of the divine persons.

			God is, of course, pure spirit and not a biological being, and therefore not literally either father or mother, male or female; according to the Bible, the image of God in us is both “male and female.” But Christ calls him our “Father” and his “Father,” not our “Mother,” and Jews, Christians, and Muslims, following their scriptures, always call God “he” rather than “she.” Why? Not because women are less valuable or holy or less essential to the image of God than men are. And not because God is either male or female. But because God impregnates us with his life, so that our souls are all related to God as a woman’s body is related to a man’s in sexual intercourse. It is only an analogy, but it is a divinely revealed analogy, deliberately taken from the fact that all cultures in the history of the world except the one we live in today saw it as the most profound, holy, important, and powerful act in natural human life. And if we don’t “get” that point, we can at least “get” the point that God must know better than we do how to speak of himself. 

			The third term for our relationship with God is the term “Savior.” That is the word for what God does for our future, as “Creator” is the word for what God did for our past, bringing us into existence. The word “Jesus” means “God saves.” God does many things for us, but this is the most important: he saves us from sin and its eternal consequences, its just punishments. In creating us, he changed us from nothing to something, from nonexistence to existence; but in saving us, he does something even greater: he changes us from sinners to saints. That is an even greater achievement than creating us because creating us cost him nothing but saving us cost him everything—his very life—and also because nothingness did not offer any obstacles to God’s will to change it from nothing to something, but we as sinners are constantly misusing our free will to offer obstacles to God’s will to change us from sinners to saints.

			The fourth term for what God does for us is “reward” and “recompense.” God is just as well as merciful, so our reward has to be just as well as merciful, and that means we must do something to justly deserve it. We must actively cooperate in our own salvation, not just passively receive it as a piece of paper receives ink from a pen. If we were not required to do anything, everyone would be saved automatically, and there would be no hell. Everyone would be in heaven, even monsters like Hitler and Stalin. We are indeed saved by grace, and grace is more than justice; but although we cannot deserve God’s grace, God insists that we deserve our rewards. He insists that we be saved not just from sin’s punishments but from sin itself; that we be sanctified as well as justified; that we be made holy, by our free cooperation with his grace. Thus Isaiah says that “they shall be called the holy people.”

			The fifth term for us is “the redeemed.” Redeemed means “bought back.” During the Middle Ages, when Muslim pirates captured and enslaved many Christians, religious orders spent a lot of money buying back those slaves from their captors. That’s what God does for us; that’s what “religion” is. It’s a rescue operation. It’s that important, that desperate. That’s why the price God paid to redeem us from our slavery to the devil was more precious than all the money those medieval religious orders paid to redeem Christian slaves from the Muslims. 

			The sixth term is “not forsaken.” To be forsaken by God is to have no hope, to be deprived of the source of all light and life and joy. We are not forsaken of God because he took our place: God himself was forsaken of God, on the cross, when the Son cried out to his Father “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46) for that one moment so that we would not be forsaken of God forever. 

			There is a seventh word: the word “frequented” or “sought out.” God seeks us out before we seek him. Other religions are ways, often high and noble ways, by which we seek God; our religion is the low and humble way by which God seeks us, the way that is the One who said, “I am the way” (John 14:6; emphasis added). Perhaps all our roads up the mountain of religion are equal, but God’s way down the mountain is not equal to any other. All other religious founders say that they teach the way; Jesus says, “I am the way.” That is why we celebrate Christmas. The “why” is a “way” and the “way” is a “who.”

			Second Reading

			Titus 3:4–7	

			Beloved: 

			When the kindness and generous love 

			of God our savior appeared, 

			not because of any righteous deeds we had done 

			but because of his mercy, 

			he saved us through the bath of rebirth 

			and renewal by the Holy Spirit, 

			whom he richly poured out on us 

			through Jesus Christ our savior, 

			so that we might be justified by his grace 

			and become heirs in hope of eternal life.

				

			This is a very short and very simple passage. Its point is obvious. Yet it is crucially important. It is the very heart and center of our religion—that is, our relationship with God. 

			Religion is a relationship. It is like a road on which two parties meet. Or, to make the same point in a vertical image instead of a horizontal one, it is like Jacob’s ladder, with angels connecting us to God, descending from God to us and ascending from us to God. 

			We cannot comprehend what God is in himself—that is, his divine essence. It is infinite. The holding places in our minds are all finite. St. Augustine had a dream in which he saw a little boy trying to empty the ocean into a tiny pail, and an angel came and said to him: “You are that child. He will complete that task of fitting the ocean into his pail much sooner than you will complete the task of fitting the ocean of God into the little pail of your mind.” 

			But we can know a lot about God because he has revealed himself to us by words and deeds. This short passage lists fifteen things we can know about God. (There are also many others.) In God himself, these things are one thing. It is like white light—all colors together—which is broken into the colors of a rainbow by a prism. The one white light is God’s infinity and eternity; the prism is finitude and time. All fifteen terms refer to the same reality, the same God, just as the six terms “Abraham,” “prophet,” “patriarch,” “Sarah’s husband,” “Isaac’s father,” and “saint” all refer to the very same thing, the same reality, the same person.

			Here are the fifteen things. They are all acts of God. First, he has loved us. Second, he has been kind to us. Kindness is the form love takes when the object of love is in need. Third, he has appeared to us—that is, he has come out of himself, come down to our level, and revealed some of the great mystery of who he is. Fourth, he has saved us—from sin, by his death, and from death, by his Resurrection. Fifth, he has been merciful to us. Mercy is love that goes beyond justice, beyond what we deserve. Sixth, he has given us Baptism, as well as the sacraments that follow it. Seventh, through this Baptism, he has given us a new birth into a higher kind of life—supernatural life, eternal life. If a Protestant asks you, “Have you been born again?” you should answer: “Yes I have. I have been baptized. That’s how God did it. That’s what your Bible says too.” Eighth, he has renewed us. Baptism is a new beginning, a new birth. Ninth, he has given us the Holy Spirit, who is not merely an external helper but who dwells in the very heart of our heart, pumping divine life, so to speak, into us. Tenth, he has not only given his Spirit to us but has also lavished this Spirit on us. God, Jesus says, “does not ration his gift of the Spirit” (John 3:34)—that is, give it in limited quantities. Eleventh, he has given us his Son Jesus, to be one of us, to be our brother. Twelfth, he has justified us—that is, reconciled us to himself through Christ’s death on the cross. Thirteenth, he has given us grace, which is unmerited favor or blessings. Fourteenth, he has made us heirs of eternal life. He is not only our ticket to heaven; he is our heaven. Fifteenth, he has given us the gift of hope for that eternal life and, implicitly, the faith that is the beginning of that hope (for hope is merely faith extended into the future). 

			The only reasonable response to that is awe, wonder, gratitude, and praise. If that is not our response, we are spiritually insane.

			That is the gift that comes to us at Christmas. That is what we get in Christ, and what we celebrate on December 25, nine months after the Incarnation happened in Mary’s womb at the Annunciation. 

			St. Paul says, “My God will fully supply whatever you need, in accord with the glorious riches in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 4:19). All our needs. All and then some.

			Gospel

			Luke 2:15–20	

			When the angels went away from them to heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let us go, then, to Bethlehem to see this thing that has taken place, which the Lord has made known to us.” So they went in haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the infant lying in the manger. When they saw this, they made known the message that had been told them about this child. All who heard it were amazed by what had been told them by the shepherds. And Mary kept all these things, reflecting on them in her heart. Then the shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, just as it had been told to them.

				

			Let’s look at the response of three groups of people to the most important thing that ever happened in the entire history of the world: God becoming man. We will consider first the shepherds, then Mary, and then all the others who heard about it. Our response to Christmas should include all three of these responses.

			Imagine you are one of the shepherds. You see the sky open, like a split coconut, and a host of angels pour out, like a thousand drops of milk from the coconut. They are more beautiful than anything you have ever seen. They are beings brighter than any light you have ever seen, yet this light does not hurt your eyes. They sing music that is more thrilling and beautiful than any music you have ever heard. And they appear to you. Not to the rest of the world, and not to the emperor or the king or the religious leaders but to you and your fellow shepherds, poor and dirty and cold and tired. Now you are no longer poor, or dirty, or cold, or tired. 

			Now comes the question: What do you do about it? 

			You don’t just stand there and smile or figure it out or chat about it with your fellow shepherds. You do what the angels tell you to do, you go where they tell you to go, and you find what they tell you to find. You run to Bethlehem, you bother all the people in town, you knock on every door, and you don’t stop until you find the goal the angels have pointed you to. Because you know that these angels, wonderful as they are, are only the pointing fingers of the hand of heaven, and the thing that they point to is far greater than they are—even though it does not seem to be. It is only a baby, like any other human baby, only poorer, like you, and in a stable outdoors in the cold like you. But God’s angels have directed you to him, and therefore you immediately, without any hesitation or calculation, send your feet to Bethlehem because you have already sent your mind and your heart and your hope and your love there to him—to your Messiah, your promised one.

			How dare we do anything less—we who know so much more about who he is than these shepherds did. Anonymous shepherds, pray for us, that we may have your passion and your courage and your obedience to the heavenly vision; that we too may follow God’s angels, God’s messengers, to the One they point us to. All human history changed tonight. The good have always hoped in him and the evil have always feared him. O little town of Bethlehem, “the hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee tonight.”

			[image: ]

			Let’s look now at Mary’s response to what she saw. As far as we know, she did not see the angels, just the shepherds; but the shepherds must have told her about the angels. Her response in one sense is like that of the shepherds: wonder. But it is also different because her God-given mission is different than theirs. It is to be a mother. Since she is a mother, and since a mother’s glory and greatness and gladness is not to wander outside among the sheep but to stay with her precious baby, to be her baby’s whole world for a long time, therefore Mary’s response is inside rather than outside, so to speak, spiritually as well as physically: she keeps all these things and ponders them in her heart. 

			That word “ponder” is a deep and beautiful word. Mary did not fully understand what was happening, of course; but she did understand that what was happening was wonderful beyond her understanding—what was happening both in her life there in the stable with her miracle child and in the whole world outside that had been visited by angels from heaven. In fact, this event, God becoming man, was simply the greatest event in all of time. God became a man. 

			But even though she understood that she was far from understanding it all, she pondered it. That’s why she pondered it. We all too often flee from pondering things we know we are not competent to understand, and that may be correct when it comes to scientific or technological expertise—we leave them to the experts—but it is not true of anything universally human, anything that is about all of us. And Jesus is about all of us. This little baby is Christ the King, the Lord and Savior of all mankind.

			Part of praying is pondering. Pondering is another word for contemplation. Contemplation is not an arcane and specialized art for monks and mystics only; it is an aspect of prayer that is for all of us. It means simply looking at something, focusing our mental gaze on it. 

			And the thing we should ponder or contemplate in our prayer the most at all times—but especially at Christmas—is the real presence of God through Christ. This is what Brother Lawrence calls “the practice of the presence of God” in his beautiful little book by that title. That is the first thing to do in prayer: just practice God’s presence, just attend to the fact—the true, real, objective fact—that God, our Creator, who has all perfections, especially the perfection of absolute, unconditional love, is really present here and now because he is present everywhere and everywhen. What is he doing? He is understanding us perfectly and loving us perfectly and patiently waiting for us to turn and speak to him right here and right now. 

			[image: ]

			There is a third group of people mentioned in today’s Gospel and that is the rest of the world—“All who heard it.” This includes those few who heard of it at that time and place and all who have heard of it for the last two thousand years through the chain of witnesses that is the Church, through her evangelization—that is, her telling the Good News. That group includes us. The response of the first people to hear the Good News was first of all to be “amazed.” 

			The Greek word thauma—the word for astonishment or amazement or wonder—is used hundreds of times in the Gospels to describe the first reaction everyone has to Jesus when they meet him: both his disciples and his enemies and those who don’t know whether they should be his disciples or his enemies. It should be ours too. Jesus is shocking. He’s a live wire. If we’re not shocked and astonished by him, there’s something wrong with us. If there’s something wrong with us, that has to be fixed. 

			The two main means of fixing it, the two main ways of meeting the real Jesus, are honest prayer and reading the Gospels. A third and equally important way is meeting him in his people, in our neighbors, especially the poor and all those in need, beginning with the members of our own families. 

			Amazement is not just a feeling. Feelings are just subjective, and they make no demands on us. If I feel comfortable and you feel uncomfortable, that’s just about me or about you. But the amazement and wonder that those who meet Jesus have are about Jesus. 

			When we come here to celebrate Christmas, we do not come to celebrate ourselves, or our community; we come to celebrate Christ. Christmas means “Christ’s Mass.” In every Mass, Christmas comes again, because Christ comes again into our souls and even into our bodies. Really, truly, literally. And that is amazing.

		

	
		
			The Nativity of the Lord 
(Christmas): 
Mass during the Day

			First Reading

			Isaiah 52:7–10	

			How beautiful upon the mountains 

			are the feet of him who brings glad tidings, 

			announcing peace, bearing good news, 

			announcing salvation, and saying to Zion, 

			“Your God is King!” 

			Hark! Your sentinels raise a cry, 

			together they shout for joy, 

			for they see directly, before their eyes, 

			the Lord restoring Zion. 

			Break out together in song, 

			O ruins of Jerusalem! 

			For the Lord comforts his people, 

			he redeems Jerusalem. 

			The Lord has bared his holy arm 

			in the sight of all the nations; 

			all the ends of the earth will behold 

			the salvation of our God.

				

			The passage from the prophet Isaiah begins with a single beautiful word. The beautiful word is the word “beautiful.”

			Isaiah uses it to describe the “feet”—that is, the mission—of “him who brings glad tidings.” That is the evangelist, the one who announces the “good news.” 

			“Good news,” of course, is the literal meaning of the word “gospel” in Old English. And “evangelist” means literally “good messenger” in Greek. The word “angel” is in “evangelist.” Angels are God’s messengers. We, too, are called to be angels—that is, good messengers telling the good news. 

			That is the job description for every Christian, not just a special few. When Christ gave his final command to his Apostles—that is, his Church, which includes us—it was this: “Go into the whole world and proclaim the gospel” (Mark 16:15). We all do this, both by our words and our deeds. We do it every moment of our lives. We are the book, the epistle, the scripture that our friends and neighbors cannot help reading. 

			It is a daunting task, and if we do not feel overwhelmed by the responsibility of it, we are fools; we are even bigger fools if we think we ourselves can do this without continually returning to God and to prayer and to confessing our failures and pleading for more graces. 

			The “good news,” of course, is Christ himself. Isaiah identifies it with “peace,” and calls Christ “the Prince of Peace” (Isa. 9:5). Peace means not merely the absence of war—it is something positive. And it is not merely a peaceful relationship with each other and with ourselves but first of all peace with God, reconciliation with God. Thomas Merton summarized the peace problem that the Gospel solves in two sentences: “We are not at peace with each other because we are not at peace with ourselves, and we are not at peace with ourselves because we are not at peace with God.”

			Christ came to make peace between us and God. That’s what we celebrate on Christmas as the “good news.” It’s not merely the memory of a long-ago historical event. It’s the celebration of the present presence of a present, because Jesus is not just past but present now; and he is not absent but present here; and he is the Father’s gift or present, presented to us at Christmas. 

			When Isaiah uses the word “beautiful” for the feet of those who preach the Good News, by word or deed, he means three things: 

			First, that Christ, who is the Good News, is beautiful. In fact, he is the single most beautiful thing anyone on this earth has ever, ever seen. 

			Second, that what Christ does in establishing peace with God is beautiful. For it restores the relationship that is not only our most important relationship—because it is eternal—but also our most beautiful relationship because it is a spiritual marriage to God, who is supremely beautiful and the source and inventor and creator of all beauty.

			Third, that the feet of the evangelist—that is, the work of telling this Good News—is also beautiful. That’s why we often put gold on the edges of the pages of our Bibles and in the haloes of our paintings of saints. We even put it on our crosses. 

			And if evangelization is beautiful, then we are beautiful, because we are all evangelists. 

			It’s ironic that Isaiah sees beauty in the feet of the evangelist because our feet are probably the last part of our body that we usually think of as beautiful. But God does, and that’s what matters.

			Second Reading

			Hebrews 1:1–6	

			Brothers and sisters: In times past, God spoke in partial and various ways to our ancestors through the prophets; in these last days, he has spoken to us through the Son, whom he made heir of all things and through whom he created the universe, 

			who is the refulgence of his glory, 

			the very imprint of his being, 

			and who sustains all things by his mighty word. 

			When he had accomplished purification from sins, 

			he took his seat at the right hand of the Majesty on high, 

			as far superior to the angels 

			as the name he has inherited is more excellent than theirs. 

			For to which of the angels did God ever say: 

			You are my son; this day I have begotten you? 

			Or again: 

			I will be a father to him, and he shall be a son to me? 

			And again, when he leads the firstborn into the world, he says: 

			Let all the angels of God worship him.

				

			No one knows who wrote the Letter to the Hebrews. Unlike all of St. Paul’s epistles, it does not mention the name of Paul, and most of the earliest Christian writers did not ascribe it to him. Its theme is that Christ is the fulfillment and perfection of all of the ways in which God “spoke,” or revealed himself, especially through his prophets, to his chosen people, the Jews. The letter emphasizes that this promised Messiah is far more than a prophet. 

			The ways God revealed himself before Jesus are called “partial” and “various.” These include all of the events in the Old Testament and even God’s revelation to Gentiles and pagans throughout history, especially the order and intelligence and power and beauty manifested in nature and the morality manifested in conscience. These are the two ways St. Paul mentions, at the beginning of his Letter to the Romans, by which everyone knows the true God—enough to make them responsible to him and able to have some “partial” kind of faith, hope, and love. As he puts it, “[God] did not leave himself without witness” throughout the world (Acts 14:17). But that witness, though “various,” was only “partial.” 

			Jesus, in contrast, is the full light, the full revelation, the full manifestation of God. As St. Paul says in his Letter to the Colossians about Jesus, “In him dwells the whole fullness of the deity bodily” (Col. 2:9). All other manifestations of God are partial; Jesus is total. They are fragmentary; he is complete. As Jesus himself said to Philip when Philip asked him to “show us the Father, and that will be enough for us”: “Have I been with you for so long a time and you still do not know me, Philip? Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:8–9).

			This final and total manifestation of God to mankind is what we celebrate this Christmas. The answer to the question “What did Jesus give the world that it did not have before?” is very simple: he gave us God in giving us himself. He, this one person, has two natures: he is both God and man, both fully divine and fully human. He reveals to us the two things we most need to know: the fullness of what God is and the fullness of what we are. These are the only two things you absolutely need to know because they are the only two persons—God and yourself—that you can never escape or avoid for one second, ever, either in time or in eternity.

			The author of the Letter to the Hebrews then lists seven ways Jesus is superior to everything and everyone else. (That includes, of course, all the saints, who are merely human, both in other religions and in our own. No other saint or prophet or religious founder was literally God—or even claimed to be.)

			First, Jesus is called the “heir of all things.” The last thing Jesus said to his disciples before he ascended back to heaven was this: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age” (Matt. 28:18–20 RSV-CE). At the end of time, Jesus will inherit his kingdom, and his kingdom is—everything. 

			The reason why this is true is the author’s second point. Jesus’ kingdom is everything—Jesus is the “heir of all things”—because it is he through whom God the Father “created the universe.” How did God create the universe? By speaking it into being. He simply said, “Let there be . . .” and it came to be (Gen. 1). That creative Word of God was Jesus, the pre-incarnate Jesus, the pre-human Jesus. Jesus, the eternal Son of God, is also the Word of God, the instrument the Father used to create the universe. 

			Jesus is there from the beginning. St. John begins his Gospel with these words: “In the beginning was the Word, / and the Word was with God, / and the Word was God” (John 1:1). The second person of the Trinity, the Word of God or the Son of God, was both with God, as a second person, and was God, equal in nature, in essence, in being.

			That’s why the author calls Jesus the “heir of all things.” It’s his universe, all of it, including you and every aspect of your life, including not only your religious life but also your family and your job and your financial life and your sex life. He has authority over it because he is the author of it.

			The third thing this epistle says about Jesus is that he is “the refulgence of [the Father’s] glory.” As the sunlight in a mirror is a reflection of the same light of the sun, Jesus’ glory is a mirror image of the Father’s glory, and it is the same divine glory. It says Jesus is “the very imprint of [the Father’s] being.” If you want to know God, know Jesus. That’s it. That’s all there is; there ain’t no more. There is no more in the Father than there is in the Son, and no less in the Son than in the Father. A son is equal to his father in nature; he has the same nature as his father. The son of a dog is a dog and the son of an eagle is an eagle and the son of a man is a man and the Son of God is God. God the Father and God the Son are two persons with the same divine nature. Abraham and Isaac are also two persons with the same nature—human nature—but they are not coeternal. They have a beginning, and Isaac’s beginning comes after Abraham’s. Not so with God the Father and God the Son. They are equal not only in nature but also in eternity, in beginninglessness. And so is their Holy Spirit.

			The fourth thing the letter says about Jesus is that he “sustains all things by his mighty word.” The Word of God not only created the universe but also keeps it in being at every moment. He didn’t go away and fall asleep after he created it. His act of creating it is in timeless eternity for God but in time for us. Think of a pendulum: the arm swings and changes, but the hinge that holds it does not. We are the arm; he is the hinge.

			For us, the creation of the world at the Big Bang happened almost fourteen billion years ago; to us it is long past and gone forever too. But nothing is past or gone to God. Jesus said, “He is not God of the dead, but of the living, for to him all are alive” (Luke 20:38). 

			God’s act of creation creates every moment of time, not just the first moment. He is the reason the whole world continues to exist. He knows, speaks, wills, and loves it into existence at every moment of its existence. And he does the same to each one of us. We exist only because God commands us to be. “Commands,” not just “commanded.” Present tense.

			The theology is very hard to wrap our minds around, but its practical consequence is not: it is what Jesuits call “finding God in all things.” 

			God is omnipresent in time as well as space. We can find his presence in our past and in our future. He is still in our past, and he is already in our future. He comes to meet us from behind us and from in front of us on our road. 

			And we can find him in all places too. Especially people, of course: when you meet another human being, you meet another creature made in God’s image. Even when you meet an animal or a plant, you meet something that is alive because God gave it life—a life that is a tiny, remote image of God’s own life. And even when you look at an atom or a galaxy, you can see the creative work of God in its structure and in its very existence. You can meet the divine artist through all of his art.

			The fifth thing the letter says about Jesus is that he brought about “purification from sins.” That is why he came: to save us both from the consequences of our sins—that is, the punishment due to our sins—and also from our sins themselves, by making us saints.

			The sixth thing is that he “took his seat at the right hand of the Majesty on high.” (The “right hand” is a symbol for power and authority, and “the Majesty on high” means God the Father.) Jesus ascended to his heavenly home, which was his sitting at the right hand of the Father and reigning over all creation. No man or angel ever did that.

			And that is the seventh and last thing the letter says: that Jesus is superior even to angels. God never called any angel his Son. Angels are as superior to us as we are to animals, but Jesus is even more superior to angels than we are to animals. He is infinite; all creatures are finite. Animals, humans, and angels all worship him. That’s what the last line of our passage says: “When he leads the firstborn into the world, he says: ‘Let all the angels of God worship him.’” Not to worship anything except God was the first and greatest commandment: “You shall not have other gods besides me” (Exod. 20:3). If Jesus is not God, Christianity is idolatry; it is worshiping a false god. And if Jesus is God, then he is to be not just loved and honored but worshiped and adored. 

			Gospel

			John 1:1–18	
(or John 1:1–5, 9–14)

			In the beginning was the Word, 

			and the Word was with God, 

			and the Word was God. 

			He was in the beginning with God. 

			All things came to be through him, 

			and without him nothing came to be. 

			What came to be through him was life, 

			and this life was the light of the human race; 

			the light shines in the darkness, 

			and the darkness has not overcome it. 

			A man named John was sent from God. He came for testimony, to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him. He was not the light, but came to testify to the light. The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world. 

			He was in the world, 

			and the world came to be through him, 

			but the world did not know him. 

			He came to what was his own, 

			but his own people did not accept him. 

			But to those who did accept him he gave power to become children of God, to those who believe in his name, who were born not by natural generation nor by human choice nor by a man’s decision but of God. 

			And the Word became flesh 

			and made his dwelling among us, 

			and we saw his glory, 

			the glory as of the Father’s only Son, 

			full of grace and truth. 

			John testified to him and cried out, saying, “This was he of whom I said, ‘The one who is coming after me ranks ahead of me because he existed before me.’” From his fullness we have all received, grace in place of grace, because while the law was given through Moses, grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God. The only Son, God, who is at the Father’s side, has revealed him.

				

			This passage is so sacred to Catholics that it is read at the end of all high Masses in the old liturgy. 

			I am abashed and defeated before I begin when I approach the impossible task of trying to do justice to this passage. It is the profoundest passage in the profoundest of the Gospels, which are the profoundest part of the New Testament, which is the profoundest part of the Bible, which is the profoundest book in the world.

			St. John is often symbolized as an eagle because it is often said that John’s Gospel is written from a heavenly and divine point of view while the other three are written from an earthly and human point of view. That is not quite completely true, but almost. The other three begin with Jesus’ birth on earth; John begins with his eternal presence with the Father in eternity, from “the beginning.” 

			When John begins with “in the beginning,” he completes the account of the beginning that the Bible begins with in the first verse of Genesis, “In the beginning . . . God created the heavens and the earth” (Gen. 1:1). But this beginning, the one in John’s Gospel, is even before the beginning in Genesis, because Genesis begins with the beginning of time, the creation; but John’s Gospel begins before that, in eternity, where God’s Word was eternally present with God and was God.

			How can John say that Christ was both “with God” and “was God”? We confess this mystery when we make the sign of the cross, for we say, “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.” Not “names,” in the plural, but “name,” in the singular, because all three of these divine persons are God, and God is one God, not three Gods. So what John is saying when he says that the Word was both with God and was God is that the second divine person, whose eternal name is the Word of God and whose human name in time is Jesus, is both together “with God” the Father in a relationship of perfect love, and “is God,” fully divine and equal to the Father in every perfection.

			No, I do not fully understand that either. None of us does. But none of us fully understands even the mysteries of this universe or of ourselves. Light is both a wave and a particle; our lives are both freely chosen and divinely predestined. There are mysteries everywhere in objective reality. The only place there are no mysteries is in the subjective ideas we invent. If you think you understand God, you must be reducing God to a thin, abstract concept. That is like reducing a galaxy to a cloud.

			God is a mystery—the supreme mystery. But divinely revealed mysteries are not sheer darkness. They are data; they are truths; they are facts. We know that God exists, that God is one in being, that God is three in persons, that Jesus is fully divine and fully human, and that the divine Word of God became human flesh—that is, entered time, assumed a human body and a human soul in Mary’s womb, and, nine months later, was born. 

			We do not understand how God did it; we do not understand the spiritual technology of the Incarnation, so to speak; but we do know that it really happened. And we know that our eternal salvation depends on it. And that is why, in the “Hail, Holy Queen,” we call Mary “our life, our sweetness, and our hope”—because she freely cooperated with God to produce this event in time that we celebrate today; this event that joins God and man, eternity and time, heaven and earth. That event gives us our life, our sweetness, and our hope: our eternal life, our heavenly joy, and our present hope of it. Everyone who gets to heaven—whether Catholic or Protestant or Jew or Muslim or Hindu or Buddhist or agnostic or whatever—gets there through Jesus, whether they know it or not. We do not know how many are saved, but we do know how many are saviors: one. “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6). 

			The event of the Word becoming flesh is not only a mystery, but it is also a paradox: the God who has no beginning acquired a beginning. The God who has no temporal, growing, changing human body and soul acquired a changing human body and soul. The God who is omnipotent and immortal became subject to death. In fact, that is why he came. All the others born into this world came to live; he came to die, so that we could live eternally.

			Our reaction to this amazing fact should not be first of all to attempt to understand it but to kiss it, to celebrate it, to sing it, to pray it, to fall in love with it, to overflow with tears from a broken heart overcome with gratitude to God for it. We will be doing that forever in heaven; we should get in some practice in doing that now. 

		

	
		
			Feast of the Holy Family of 
Jesus, Mary, and Joseph

			(About the family in general:)

			Today is Holy Family Sunday, a day when the Church honors not only the Holy Family of Jesus, Mary, and Joseph but also your family, all families, and the institution of the family itself, which was deliberately designed by God. 

			The family is the single most important institution on earth. All the happiest, most peaceful, and most enduring societies in history have had a deep respect for the family. It is the first place where we learn life’s most important lesson: unselfish love, the love that consists in the gift of your very self and life to others. Each of us came into this world only because two other persons did that: laid down their lives for us. The family is the “pay it forward” system. No one can possibly give their parents the gift their parents gave them—the gift of life. We cannot pay back that debt, so we pay it forward to our children. That is the rationale behind God’s invention of the family. 

			The family is in far more desperate straits today than it ever was in the history of the world, in our civilization, that is, in what used to be called Christendom, or Christian civilization. Half of all marriages now end in divorce. A stable family is now the exception rather than the rule. That has never, ever happened before in the history of the world. And therefore, you can do more for the world, more for the future of the human race, by being a good family member, by loving and respecting and honoring and working for the good of your family, than by anything else, by any other public, social, or political work you can possibly do. That applies to the three most important human relationships in the world: to your parents, your spouse, and your children. Not all of us have children, but all of us have parents—unless you procreated yourself. 

			The family is the first school, where we learn genuine, honest love and care for the good of others. Everywhere else, you are loved for what you can do, for your performance, whether in the workplace or in the entertainment industry or in sports. But in your family, you are loved for yourself; you are loved simply because you belong to them and they belong to you. Outside the walls of your home, you are loved because you perform; inside, you are loved just because you exist. That’s one reason why homelessness is a terrible thing. 

			The Law of God, the Ten Commandments, is divided into two parts: duties to God and duties to each other. The very first commandment in the second part, the very first principle of all social justice, is “honor your father and your mother” (Exod. 20:12). That includes their parents too. Until recently, nearly all families were multigenerational.

			In most ancient languages, there is a single word that means honoring the gods and honoring your family (your parents and ancestors). The word in Latin is pietas, from which we get the English word “piety.” It means reverence or respect. Every society in history that has had a high respect for religion has also had a high respect for the family—and vice versa. By that standard—by both halves of that standard—we are the least pious society in the history of the world. Half of our families commit suicide by divorcing. That’s what a divorce is: the ripping apart of the “one flesh” created by marriage. And breaking the fundamental horizontal relationship is both the main cause and the main effect of breaking the fundamental vertical relationship with God. Thus, each year in nearly every nation in Western civilization, for every single person who enters the Church, between five and ten people leave. Churches and families always live or die together. 

			A marriage is the creation of a family, the very essence of the family, the minimum core of it. It is the thing that in itself constitutes a family and without which we do not have a family, no matter what else we have. A marriage is essentially a man and a woman who promise fidelity and are open to having children. That is the essence of the design created and willed by God the Creator. No one can change that design. We can only change the names. We can call two people who live together but who are not unselfish and not open to new life—who deliberately refuse to have any children, ever—a family, but it is not. God does not call it that. What about a friendship, sexual or non-sexual, between two men or two women, or among more than two? We can choose to call that a gay marriage or a group marriage, as no society or culture in human history has ever done, if we wish; but that does not make it so. Abraham Lincoln was once asked: “If you call a tail a leg, how many legs does a dog have?” He answered: “Four. Calling a tail a leg does not make it a leg.” A relationship between two people of the same sex may be a genuinely good, self-giving relationship, but that can only be a friendship, not a marriage or a family. That has always been the firm, clear, public, official, authoritative, unchanged, and unchangeable teaching of the Church that speaks with the authority of Jesus Christ, who is God incarnate. That has been true from the beginning of human history, from the day God created mankind and announced that a man and a woman would forever become one flesh, one body, one real new entity in marriage.

			Even when a family becomes dysfunctional, it is still a family. It is a dysfunctional family, not a non-family. A bad family can become a good family again, but a good partnership or a good friendship or a good business cannot become a good family. Only a bad family can become a good family. There is the same kind of hope for a bad family as there is for a bad individual. And every family is already a bad family, a fallen family, just as every individual is a fallen individual, including the saints. There’s a little bad in the best of us and a little good in the worst of us. And there’s always hope for all of us. Every little step counts, steps up as well as steps down. Everyone and every act counts. 

			The Catholic Church is the only institution in the world that still, everywhere and always, teaches the fundamental and universal principles of sexual, marital, and family fidelity. That is why she is scorned and sneered at by the secular media and hated and feared by the devil: because she dares to stand up to what St. John Paul the Great dared to call our “culture of death” and what Pope Benedict XVI called “the dictatorship of relativism” and stand for every single human being’s intrinsic, inviolable, and inalienable right to life from the moment of conception to the moment of natural death. Her no to abortion, her no to divorce, her no to the “sexual revolution” and sexual infidelity, and her no to euthanasia are all essential parts of that seamless garment of pro-life issues. 

			These issues, all of which center on the defense of the family, are not just Catholic issues or religious issues; they are human issues. The Church is not their inventor, only their prophet. Like all the prophets, she does not move with the times but with the eternities. She has always been countercultural. Only a live fish can swim upstream, against the current. Dead and dying fish, and dying cultures, can only flow downstream with whatever is popular, whatever is current in the culture, downstream with the current that is current. 

			The Church is not dying, only sleeping. The Lord of life promised her that the gates of hell would not prevail against her. If hell itself cannot defeat her, the fools who say in their hearts “there is no God” won’t do it either (Ps. 14:1). Human nature was not designed in Hollywood or Harvard but in heaven. And no human being can ever escape human nature any more than a triangle can escape its three sides. 

			First Reading

			Sirach 3:2–6, 12–14	
(or 1 Samuel 1:20–22, 24–28)

			God sets a father in honor over his children; 

			a mother’s authority he confirms over her sons. 

			Whoever honors his father atones for sins, 

			and preserves himself from them. 

			When he prays, he is heard; 

			he stores up riches who reveres his mother. 

			Whoever honors his father is gladdened by children, 

			and, when he prays, is heard. 

			Whoever reveres his father will live a long life; 

			he who obeys his father brings comfort to his mother. 

			My son, take care of your father when he is old; 

			grieve him not as long as he lives. 

			Even if his mind fail, be considerate of him; 

			revile him not all the days of his life; 

			kindness to a father will not be forgotten, 

			firmly planted against the debt of your sins 

			—a house raised in justice to you.

				

			We cannot understand the value of the family if we do not understand two key words in the first sentence of our Old Testament reading for today. The words are “honor” and “authority.” They are almost always misunderstood in our culture. The text says: “God sets a father in honor over his children; / a mother’s authority he confirms over her sons.” Those two words are not two different points but one point about the essential relation designed by God in creation between parents and their children. It’s repeated in slightly different words, first with “father” and then with “mother,” first with “children” and then with “sons,” and first with “honor” and then with “authority.” In the text, “mothers” and “fathers” are equivalent, “children” and “sons” are equivalent, and “honor” and “authority” are equivalent. We may not understand any longer what “honor” and “authority” mean, but we all understand what “mother” and “father” and “children” mean. Or maybe not, because there are some influential people today who want to change the meaning of those words, and there are even some nations that have made the words “mother” and “father” illegal on public documents. 

			Honor and authority, piety and respect are the glue that holds a family together, and therefore a whole society together. The family is even more basic than the Church because it came before the Church; the God who designed the Church first designed families in the Garden of Eden. 

			The Church is an extended family. Celibate priests and nuns have families too. Priests are married to the Church, and nuns are married to Christ, spiritually. They have children—many of them—not biologically but spiritually. To be a priest is not to escape or avoid having a family; it is just the opposite—having a much larger one. 

			Because the family is the most important of all social or horizontal relationships, the commandment to honor your father and mother is the first and most important of the seven commandments that deal with social justice—that is, our social relationships. (The first three commandments deal with our relationship with God.) And the fundamental duty of all children—and therefore every single person who ever came into the world, even Jesus himself, because we all came into the world as children—is to “honor” their parents, which is correlative to the fundamental duty parents have to children, which is “authority.” 

			But those two words are almost always misunderstood in our culture. Honor is confused with fame, and authority is confused with power. 

			But honor is not the same as fame. You may be so famous that you have a million so-called “friends” on Facebook, but you may be a dishonorable liar, rapist, murderer, and drug dealer. The most famous man in the world for decades was one of the most dishonorable men who ever lived. His name was Hitler. 

			To be honorable is to deserve honor, and to deserve honor is to be virtuous, to be good, to be trustable. Long before Mother Teresa was famous, when only a very few people knew her, she had honor, and she was honored by her spiritual children. Honor means not just being known but being admired. And being admired for the right reasons; not for having money or fame or pleasure or power but for having moral virtue—wisdom and courage and fairness and honesty— and for being someone who is trustworthy and reliable. It’s not even primarily someone who’s very intelligent; it’s someone who has not made the mistake of getting As in every subject but flunking life. It’s not someone who’s made a profit in business but in life; it’s someone who’s made spiritual profit by heeding God’s prophets, especially Jesus, who gave us the most practical principle of economics, the science of profit and loss: “What profit is there for one to gain the whole world and forfeit his life?” (Mark 8:36). 

			Honor includes respect, but it’s more than respect. You respect the gun that a killer points at you, or the shark you see while you’re swimming or surfing, or the storm of lightning and hail—but you don’t honor them. You avoid them. Honor is a kind of love. It’s admiration. You try to imitate those you honor. They are your role models.

			Honor is the most basic attitude children need to have toward their parents and to all those who act in the name of their parents in exercising rightful authority: teachers, clergy, political leaders, employers. Honor and authority are correlative because honor is respect for authority, and authority is what deserves honor. 

			But authority is not essentially power. Power misused has lost its authority. Authority does not mean that might makes right; it means that right is a kind of might, a spiritual might or spiritual power. When you are in the right, when you are doing what is right in itself, that gives you a kind of spiritual magnetism that attracts all good people to honor you and to follow you. 

			The most fundamental form of human authority is parenthood because “authority” comes from the word “author,” and your parents were your authors; they were to you what an author is to a book. They made you. You are theirs. Not their property, but their persons, their children. Their children, not the state’s children or the army’s children or the government’s children or the corporation’s children or the school’s children. School children are not the school’s children. 

			On the other hand, we are commanded by God’s own Word to respect and obey not only our parents but also these less-than-parental authorities like the state, even when they are far from perfect, unless that obedience contradicts obedience to God. We are to respect them precisely because they are designed to be a kind of secondary family—extensions of the family, arms of the family, tools of the family. They are based on the family because they teach us to extend that same fundamental virtue of honor and respect that we owe first to our parents into ever-widening circles: family ancestors, clans, neighborhoods, towns, states, nations, cultures, and eventually the whole world, both people and our planet, which is not called Mars but ours. 

			There is an impressive list of rewards for everyone who exercises family love and loyalty in the short passage from today’s Old Testament Scripture: he “atones for sins,” “stores up riches,” “is gladdened by children,” “when he prays, [he] is heard,” and he “will live a long life.” When St. Paul writes about the commandment to honor your father and mother, he says, “This is the first commandment with a promise” (Eph. 6:2). The promise is that you will have a long life if you honor your father and mother. That promise has been proved time and time again throughout human history, not just to individuals but also to societies. The five societies that have had the longest and most successful life span in human history have all had a high regard for the family: Jewish, Christian, Confucian, Islamic, and ancient Roman. 

			The honor we owe to our parents does not cease when they get old and feeble in body or even in mind. Our reading explicitly says, “My son, take care of your father when he is old; / grieve him not as long as he lives. / Even if his mind fail, be considerate of him.” 

			And, we should add, this is true even when your parents are far less than perfect parents—in other words, part of the 99 percent. Parenting is the most demanding job in the world. It is at once the most joyful and the most heartbreaking because the more you invest your love in another person the more that investment is returned with life’s deepest joys and life’s deepest sorrows. If you want to avoid a broken heart, you must not give your heart to anyone. There is a condition that fits that description. It is called hell. 

			None of us had perfect parents and none of us are perfect parents. We honor the office more than the person, in the family as well as in the Church and in the state. Since God invented the office, there is nothing wrong with the office, but there is always something we can find that is wrong with the person. When you respect a bad parent, ruler, teacher, boss, or clergyman, you are respecting the office. But we can always kick out any of the other authorities if they are radically bad: the ruler, teacher, boss, or clergyman. But not the parent. That job is for life. 

			The two primary authorities God invented are fatherhood and motherhood. You who sit in those thrones, use your God-entrusted authority well. You don’t have to be perfect to hear from God at the Last Judgment those wonderful words, “Well done, my good and faithful servant. . . . Come, share your master’s joy” (Matt. 25:23). We say that “well done!” to our kids even when they get Bs instead of As. We hope that beautiful one-year-old baby becomes a ballerina, but we praise her for her first stumbling steps. God is both fatherly and motherly—both are parts of his image, according to Genesis—and God, and he is even more patient with us than we are with our children (and should be with our parents).

			Second Reading

			Colossians 3:12–21	
(or Colossians 3:12–17, or 1 John 3:1–2, 21–24)

			Brothers and sisters: Put on, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, heartfelt compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience, bearing with one another and forgiving one another, if one has a grievance against another; as the Lord has forgiven you, so must you also do. And over all these put on love, that is, the bond of perfection. And let the peace of Christ control your hearts, the peace into which you were also called in one body. And be thankful. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, as in all wisdom you teach and admonish one another, singing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God. And whatever you do, in word or in deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him. 

			Wives, be subordinate to your husbands, as is proper in the Lord. Husbands, love your wives, and avoid any bitterness toward them. Children, obey your parents in everything, for this is pleasing to the Lord. Fathers, do not provoke your children, so they may not become discouraged.

				

			Today’s epistle reading is a checklist for healthy family life. The first part of the passage is for all human relationships, and the second part is specific to family relationships. We see a common principle in both: it is reciprocity. Reciprocity is a kind of equality: all of us, not just some, have to “[bear] with one another” and forgive. We all naturally think of our own burdens and our own grievances and of the burdens that other people put on us, knowingly or unknowingly. We all find it hard to live in close quarters with someone else, and we naturally attribute that difficulty to the “someone else.” In fact, in every single case, without exception, it works the other way around too: that “someone else” feels the same way about you. But you do not see what a fool you are to them, only what a fool they are to you. That is a fact, as any psychologist or marriage counselor will tell you. And only when we accept that fact can we acquire the virtues that are needed especially in the family and also in the rest of the world—for all the natural structures of human relationships in the world are extensions of family relationships, smaller and thinner and more specialized versions of them. The virtues we need the most are honesty, humility, forgiveness, kindness, and patience. We do not need to have patience with anything perfect—with numbers, for instance, or with gravity, or with heaven. We need patience (and the meekness, kindness, compassion, mercy, and forgiveness that are almost synonymous with it) only with each other because we are all very far from perfect. 

			In all human relationships, there are three possibilities. If neither side has patience with the other, the relationship is doomed to get worse and worse. If only one has patience, the relationship can persist, but it is not peaceful. If both have patience, the relationship will grow in intimacy and in peace. 

			All relationships change, not just from year to year but from minute to minute. Most relationships change both for the better and for the worse and back again a little bit every day, because we are flexible; we are free to choose between patience and impatience, between kindness and unkindness, between forgiving and not forgiving.

			We don’t need a list of dos and don’ts. We all know what they are. We all know the difference between good and bad, between saints and sinners. What we need most of all is not education—textbooks and lists and maps and methods—but the courage, the gumption, the will to choose what we deep down all know is the right way, which includes all these virtues mentioned in this passage: both justice and mercy, both honesty and tolerance, both courage and compassion, both the hard virtues and the soft virtues. 

			Our own conscience tells us the exact same things this passage tells us. The passage is boring because we already know it! It’s elementary. It’s what we learned watching Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood. But we need it because morally we are all little children; we haven’t learned our kindergarten lessons very well yet, and we need to keep coming back to them. 

			Our families will flourish when we are humble enough to do that and not until then. The way forward is to go back and do it over, do it better. It’s called repentance, and confession, and there’s a whole sacrament of the Church that demands that of all of us. What a healing thing it would be if every single person reading this resolved to say to their parents or their children today, “I want to ask a really big favor of you today. I want you to forgive me for the many, many times I have failed to be a good son or daughter to you, or a really good father or mother to you. Will you do that for me?” I think you know that’s what God wants you to do. And I think you suspect the joy that will come if you do it. So you have no excuse for not doing it, not even the excuse that it might feel embarrassing. Don’t let your embarrassment be your God. Choose this day whom you will serve as your God. Remember, everyone who enters hell enters it singing “I did it my way.” But they’re not smiling.

			The second half of the passage gives us reciprocal duties in the family, between husbands and wives and between parents and children. It’s not about the nature of gender differences or age differences but about roles—reciprocal roles and duties—not between all men and all women or all children and all parents but between husbands and wives, parents and children inside a family. 

			Wives are told to be submissive, or obedient, to their husbands. But this same authority, St. Paul, in another passage, tells husbands and wives to “be subordinate to one another” (Eph. 5:21). Husbands are to surrender to the superior wisdom of their wives and wives are to surrender to the superior wisdom of their husbands. There must be mutual surrender and submission in life, as there is in sex. Without mutual surrender, there is no real sex, no intercourse, no intimacy. There is only rape, or use, or prostitution. The same is true in the family: there must be mutual respect, though different kinds of respect. Women are vastly superior to men in womanly things, and men must learn to listen to them. And men are just as superior to women in manly things, and women must learn to honor and respect and listen to them. What those manly things and womanly things are changes a lot as society changes, but not totally. For instance, it used to be thought embarrassing for men to change diapers or for women to have to work outside the home. Those were cultural stereotypes that changed, whether you think for the better or for the worse. But there remain many things women can do better than men and vice versa because they are better there—and vice versa. They are equal but different, complementary, like odd and even numbers (though each sex sees the other one as odd). God made two sexes and not just one for a reason. Part of the reason has to be his terrific sense of humor. 

			The command is always to love, honor, respect, and surrender to each other, never for either one to lord it over the other. That is the unchanging and universal principle. A family is like an orchestra. If the string section lords it over the woodwinds or the percussion, we have chaos and war, not music. God’s score for the symphony of the family is harmony, which is neither unison nor cacophony.

			St. Paul tells children to obey and parents not to nag because disobeying has always been what kids are tempted to and nagging has always been what parents are tempted to. Parents and children are obviously not equal, and their duties are not reciprocal. But husbands and wives are. St. Paul tells wives to submit and husbands to love. But that no more means that men should not also submit than it means that wives should not also love. 

			Things have changed significantly from his time to ours, especially between the sexes, but what has not changed is the basic principle of complementarity—reciprocity and harmony—between different instruments in the human orchestra. This principle cannot be changed, even if the family is not whole. All the instruments are needed. If kids lack a father or a mother, they need a substitute—a father-figure or a mother-figure, whether in the family or outside it. 

			The institution called Big Brothers tries to supply that to fatherless boys. The fact that there is no equally prominent institution called Big Mothers shows that there is a difference between fathers and mothers. Motherlessness is rare; fatherlessness is common. Many mothers are doing the work of fathers as well as mothers; only a few fathers are doing the work of mothers as well as fathers. That’s not a value judgment or a blame game—it’s a statistical fact. Fatherlessness is one of the greatest diseases, one of the most dangerous pandemics, in the world today. One of the commonest forms of child abuse is absentee fatherhood. That’s also the number one cause of the next generation leaving the Church. Statistics prove that kids are ten times more likely to remain Catholic all their life if their father goes to church with them than if he does not. How can your kids call God their Father if their only image of a father is a deadbeat dad? God is not a deadbeat God. 

			Gospel

			Luke 2:41–52	

			Each year Jesus’ parents went to Jerusalem for the feast of Passover, and when he was twelve years old, they went up according to festival custom. After they had completed its days, as they were returning, the boy Jesus remained behind in Jerusalem, but his parents did not know it. Thinking that he was in the caravan, they journeyed for a day and looked for him among their relatives and acquaintances, but not finding him, they returned to Jerusalem to look for him. After three days they found him in the temple, sitting in the midst of the teachers, listening to them and asking them questions, and all who heard him were astounded at his understanding and his answers. When his parents saw him, they were astonished, and his mother said to him, “Son, why have you done this to us? Your father and I have been looking for you with great anxiety.” And he said to them, “Why were you looking for me? Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?” But they did not understand what he said to them. He went down with them and came to Nazareth, and was obedient to them; and his mother kept all these things in her heart. And Jesus advanced in wisdom and age and favor before God and man.

				

			Fulton Sheen, in his excellent book about Mary, The World’s First Love, says that God in his perfect providence deliberately provided this suffering in Mary’s life—losing Jesus, the most precious thing in her life and the most precious thing in the world, for three days—so that she, like Christ, could experience every human suffering, every effect of sin, even though she was innocent of sin, as Jesus was. Jesus was apparently lost to his Father for the three days of his Passion and death; and he was also apparently lost to his mother for three days. 

			Mary is not just Jesus’ mother; she is also our mother, for Jesus himself gave her to us from the cross when he said to John, “Behold, your mother,” and said to Mary, “Behold, your son” (John 19:26–27). John was the only one of Jesus’ disciples who remained faithful to Jesus to the end and who was with Jesus at the cross when he died. So in saying that to John, Jesus said it to all his faithful disciples, since John constituted 100 percent of that group at that time. So if we are part of that group—if we are faithful disciples of Jesus, if we want to remain with him wherever he is, even on the cross—then that was said to us also. Jesus gave us the wonderful gift of his mother Mary to be our mother, and he gave his mother Mary the not-so-wonderful gift of us to be her children. 

			Mary has many, many children. When she was assumed into heaven, she did not lose them or her love for them. If she is our mother, she cares for us and she cares about us, and she suffers disappointment whenever we sin and rejoices whenever we trust and obey and love. It matters to her even when we are lost for three minutes, much less three days, because everything in the lives of her children matters to a mother. 

			When God lets us suffer, as he let Mary suffer for those three days, we naturally ask him why he did that. Mary did the same. When she found Jesus, she asked him, “Son, why have you done this to us? Your father and I have been looking for you with great anxiety.” And his reply to her is also his reply to us when we ask him the same question: “Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?” In other words, didn’t you know that my Father is perfect, and his providential plan for your life is perfect, including the very suffering you are now going through? Did you not know that the whole world is my Father’s house, my Father’s kingdom? Did you not know that he makes all things work together for good, even terrible things, for those who love him? (Rom. 8:28).

			We do know that—by faith. But we do not usually feel it. Faith is a knowing, whether or not it is accompanied by feeling. That knowing, that faith, does not make the suffering disappear. But it does make it meaningful, like the pains of childbirth. By faith and hope a pregnant mother sees her unborn child becoming an adult, and that is so precious that it more than makes up for the very serious pains of labor. Christ came into the world not to make our sufferings disappear but to make them appear different, to make them appear as they are—as meaningful, as powerful, as worth something precious, as something like the pains of childbirth. 

			How can that be? How can the pains that we suffer be like childbirth? What child do we give birth to when we suffer? What does that mean? It means that if we suffer in faith, hope, and love, trusting in God as our loving heavenly Father, then the child that we give birth to is ourselves, our future selves, our new and better selves, our stronger selves, our holier selves, our more faithful and faith-filled selves. 

			We can all remember some suffering in our past that we did not feel was helpful in any way; something that did not feel like childbirth but more like death, but something that we now can look back on and say, truly, that it made us stronger and better and wiser and humbler and more courageous. Mary must have felt exactly that years later when she remembered these three days’ suffering from the loss of her son. In fact, that’s what the text itself suggests when it says she “kept all these things in her heart.” Memory is like soil; it makes things grow, and the thing it makes grow most is yourself, your character. 

			You can learn from your past, especially your past sufferings, even those sufferings that were the result of your own faults, your own sins. Learning from your past is a good preparation for your future, both your earthly future—your increase in wisdom and patience and holiness—and your heavenly future—your perfection in heaven. Every sorrow on earth, and every joy, can be soil or fertilizer for the plant of your true self, which will be transplanted to heaven when you die. That’s one of the reasons why, in your morning offering, you offer God “all my prayers, works, joys, and sufferings of this day.” 

			Mary did that. Learn from your mother. The Church calls her the “Seat of Wisdom.”

		

	
		
			Solemnity of the 
Blessed Virgin Mary, 
the Mother of God

			First Reading

			Numbers 6:22–27	

			The Lord said to Moses: “Speak to Aaron and his sons and tell them: This is how you shall bless the Israelites. Say to them: 

			The Lord bless you and keep you! 

			The Lord let his face shine upon you, and be gracious to you! 

			The Lord look upon you kindly and give you peace! 

			So shall they invoke my name upon the Israelites, and I will bless them.”

				

			This well-known and well-used blessing is not a kind of magic formula. It is a form, or formula, but not a mathematical formula or a chemical formula but a form or formula for prayer, not magic. Prayer has formulas. Everything in life that is important has a form, which can often be formulated in a formula: Masses, weddings, funerals, marriage proposals, economics, politics, even sex. When a mud hut collapses into mud, it just changes its formula from “hut” to whatever the chemical formula for mud is. There are also practical formulas, such as menus. “To make a mud hut, mix the mud with straw and bake it in the sun and shape it into bricks and glue the bricks”: that is a formula. We value formulas in making whatever we make that has any value at all. And since prayer has great value, prayer has formulas. 

			It is also right that prayer overflows all its pre-set formulas and becomes new, spontaneous, personal, unique, and individual. It’s not an either / or but a both / and. Lovers express their love in formulas and also extemporaneously. They sing love songs written by somebody else, and they also make up their own love songs. Even the birds do both of those things.

			A formula is like a house. A house can be left empty, with no life in it, and so can a prayer formula. But what a house is for is the opposite: for life. A house that’s lived in is called a home. There’s an old saying: “It takes a heap of livin’ to make a house a home.” And it takes a heap of praying, a heap of repetition, a heap of experience to make a prayer your prayer. But that’s the purpose of a prayer, just as that’s the purpose of a house: to foster living in it, not to stifle it. 

			Jesus himself, when his disciples asked him to teach them to pray, gave them a formula—the Lord’s Prayer. Everything is in that prayer: everything we need and everything we need to ask for. It’s like a house: it contains everything your life needs. A house is where you meet and converse and live with those you love. That’s what a prayer is too: words in which you meet God and converse with God and live with God. 

			God provided many prayer houses for us. The Psalms are the God-inspired prayer houses, or prayer formulas, that God himself inspired and that Jesus himself, and his Apostles, used the most. These houses are for us. They are not just historical curiosities to look at in a museum; they are houses of worship, houses made of words—words that express thoughts, feelings, desires, and loves. They are meant to be lived in. Many of them, like the one from Moses in today’s reading, are blessings. Others are petitions, intercessions, confessions, thanksgivings, and adorations.

			The saints, both individually and collectively as the Church, have built many beautiful prayer houses. The Mass is the greatest one. It’s like a great cathedral. Many people say: “I don’t go to Mass. It’s boring.” What do you say to them? What do you say to a tourist who enters a cathedral and says it’s boring? 

			You explain to them why it isn’t. You explain to them that it’s like a great story, the greatest story ever told—the story of God and his love and the crazy, incredible things God did for us because he loved us. God is the least boring thing in all of reality. Meeting him is life’s greatest, most beautiful, and even most exciting act. In many ways prayer is, on the supernatural level, what sex is on the natural level. If that surprises you, you have never read the saints or prayed with your heart. 

			Try it. Try God. Go to his house. 

			Of course, you need faith. You don’t physically see his face shine upon you with light, or physically feel the heat of the fire of his love—but it’s really there. God is really present, not absent. You see him with the eye of faith. Faith is a kind of seeing, not with the body but with the soul, with the heart, which is the soul of the soul. The heart sees. It has an eye in it. 

			And God sees us especially when we pray. He is present. He is not absent or absent-minded, even when we are. He is in our churches, with us, in every prayer, and most especially in the Mass, where he is present to us in the Eucharist. And he’s here actively; he actually does stuff to us in prayer. 

			He’s your Father. Talk to your Father. He’s not deaf. He hears you, sees you, knows you, and understands you, and he loves you with an infinite love, a love that is more fiery and powerful than all the suns and stars in the universe.

			Your mother is here too. And she’s not deaf either. Give her a call. Every “Hail Mary” is a “Hi, Mom.” A “hail” is a “hello,” a “hi.” Remember your mother. Send her some flowers, some roses, some rosaries. The Rosary is a beautiful set of formulas. You have a lot to thank her for. Your biological mother gave you human life, and your spiritual mother, your heavenly mother, gave you Jesus, who is your divine life, your heavenly life, your eternal life. Thank Mary for Jesus and thank Jesus for Mary. There are some really great formulas for that.

			You, your mother, your heavenly Father, and Jesus (who made himself your brother)—that’s a very holy family. And don’t forget the thousands of saints and billions of angels. They’re part of the family too. Did you think they forgot you just because you forgot them? No way! This family of ours is really, really big!

			Second Reading

			Galatians 4:4–7	

			Brothers and sisters: When the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born of a woman, born under the law, to ransom those under the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons. As proof that you are sons, God sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying out, “Abba, Father!” So you are no longer a slave but a son, and if a son then also an heir, through God.

				

			(Read this whole short passage again immediately before the following reflection.)

			Notice how all three persons of the Trinity are mentioned in this passage in connection to Mary, the Law, and our salvation.

			Mary is our very best human link to all three divine persons. She is the perfect daughter of the Father, the perfect mother of the Son, and the perfect spouse of the Spirit. 

			She is the perfectly loving and obedient daughter of the Father who gave us the Law, whose eternal nature of perfect justice and love is the basis of the Law and is the standard of the Law. In Leviticus, the point of the Law is expressed repeatedly in the formula “Be holy, for I, the Lord your God, am holy” (Lev. 19:2; cf. Lev. 11:44–45, 20:7–8, 25–26).  

			Mary is also the perfectly loving and caring mother of the Son, the God who became human in her, who was, in the words of our text, “born of a woman, born under the law, to ransom those under the law”—subjected to its necessary punishments because we had disobeyed it, so that what was designed for our blessing had become our curse. 

			Mary is also the perfectly loving and freely willing spouse of the Spirit, who overshadowed her in the Annunciation, nine months before Christmas, and was the agent of the Incarnation. 

			All three persons have something to do with the Law. The Father gave the Law. The Son fulfilled the Law, both by obeying it perfectly and by suffering the punishment it mandated for us, thus redeeming us from the curse of the Law. This is called justification, making us right with God. And the Spirit put the Law into our hearts. This is called sanctification. 

			All three divine persons conspired together to save us. The Father saved us by giving up his Son for us. The Son saved us by doing the Father’s will when he was sent—the work of his Passion and death. And the Spirit saved us by being the cause of his Incarnation.

			All three persons depend on Mary’s cooperation with their work of redemption. When Mary said her fiat, her “may it be done” to God’s angel at the Annunciation (Luke 1:38), she said the single most important word any human being ever spoke in all of human history, for that word allowed Christ to come and open the gates of heaven to us. 

			She said it to God the Father, her Father, who sent his angel at the Annunciation to humbly ask her permission. If she had refused it, he would not have overridden her will. God is a gentleman. He is not the Godfather, who makes you an offer you can’t refuse, but God the Father, who makes us an offer we can refuse. 

			She said her yes also to God the Son, whom she freely welcomed and received into her womb. Not every child is a wanted child. Jesus was. No one is more likely to be aborted today than the unborn child of a poverty-stricken, unwed mother. But Mary chose life, and if she had not, none of us would have any hope of eternal life. 

			And she said her yes to God the Holy Spirit, who, as the angel had promised, “overshadowed” her and impregnated her without impairing her virginity. That too was her choice. Mary was not coerced, either physically or spiritually.

			That is why the Church has, for many centuries, called her our “co-redemptrix,” the one who actively cooperated with all three divine persons in the work of our redemption. She is not our Redeemer, our Savior. Christ is that. But she co-operated—operated with him (and with all three divine persons)—in the work of redemption. This does not remove her from her likeness to us. For we, too, must freely and actively say to God yes, fiat, “may it be done” for us to be saved, because God is love, and love always works through free choice, not force.

			The result of all this is that now we are sons and daughters of God, adopted into his family, able to truly call him “Father,” “Abba”—which is not the polite, impersonal Hebrew word for “father” but the intimate personal word. The reason we can call God our Father, the reason we can pray the Lord’s Prayer, is because the same Spirit that brought Christ into Mary’s body brings Christ into our hearts. 

			Gospel

			Luke 2:16–21	

			The shepherds went in haste to Bethlehem and found Mary and Joseph, and the infant lying in the manger. When they saw this, they made known the message that had been told them about this child. All who heard it were amazed by what had been told them by the shepherds. And Mary kept all these things, reflecting on them in her heart. Then the shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all they had heard and seen, just as it had been told to them.

			When eight days were completed for his circumcision, he was named Jesus, the name given him by the angel before he was conceived in the womb.

				

			I’d like to explore two words, two verbs, in today’s Gospel. Both tell us what Mary did at Jesus’ birth. Mary treasured all these things and “reflected” on them in her heart. 

			“Pondered” is a better translation than “reflected on,” because “pondering” is deep, while “reflection” is not. Light reflects off the surface of the sea. “Reflection” happens in the mind, but Mary did this in her heart. “Heart” in the Bible does not mean surface feelings but the deepest inner self, the soul of the soul. 

			What about “treasuring”? What we “treasure,” what we value the most, what we put no earthly price on, is what we love most. Jesus says, “Where your treasure is, there also will your heart be” (Matt. 6:21). Augustine says that what we love is what we become, for we move to wherever our loves move us. Love is like a spiritual gravity. That’s what Augustine calls it. He says, “My love is my weight.” The Latin word for weight is pondus. We get the word “ponder” from that word. 

			The secret to deep praying is pondering. We can all do it. It does not require words, although you can also express your pondering in words if you want. It is simply being in God’s presence, knowing that you are in God’s presence, believing that you are in God’s presence, and loving the fact that you are in God’s presence—accepting and affirming that presence, realizing that presence, practicing that presence. And then just be there, just stay there. 

			One of the holiest of priests, St. John Vianney, the Curé of Ars, learned this from an old peasant whom he saw praying in church attentively and passionately for long stretches of time. When he asked the peasant how he prays, the peasant replied: “I just look at him and he looks at me.” That’s what lovers do. That’s the secret of prayer: love. Active love. The love that chooses God, chooses to be with God again and again, coming back to him every time we fall or drift away. That “pondering” overflows into everything else, including words and thoughts. It can be expressed simply in lovingly repeating his name: “Jesus, Jesus, Jesus.” It can be expressed by thinking about the events of your life in that context, in that light, in light of his presence in your life and in each of those events. That light, that context, that presence is the heart of pondering. 

			It can include everything that happens to you. Mary’s pondering in our Gospel lesson for today came after she had given birth to Jesus and after she heard about the angels from the shepherds who came to worship him, so it included thinking about these events. But the thinking was in the context of that loving presence of God that we can practice too, any time we want and in any place we want, because God is present everywhere, in many different ways. He is present in everything he created, as an artist is present in all of his art. He is present more intimately in your own soul if you have received his life by Baptism. He is present to you even more intimately at the moment when you consciously turn to him in prayer. 

			He is present to you not only imperfectly because of the imperfections of your human nature but also present perfectly in Christ. The Christ who is present to your soul in prayer is the very same Jesus who was present to Mary in her womb and in the manger and in her home afterward. And he is present to you most perfectly in the Eucharist, in every tabernacle on every altar in every Catholic church in the world. Visit him often. He waits for you. He longs for you. He loves you. He brought himself a long way, from heaven to earth, to meet you. And he brought you a long way—from nothing into being by creating you and from hell to heaven by his death. Is it too much for you to take one more little step along that road to a closer union with him by a visit to a church for a few minutes of Eucharistic Adoration? 

		

	
		
			Second Sunday after the Nativity (Christmas)

			First Reading

			Sirach 24:1–2, 8–12	

			Wisdom sings her own praises and is honored in God, 

			before her own people she boasts; 

			in the assembly of the Most High she opens her mouth, 

			in the presence of his power she declares her worth, 

			in the midst of her people she is exalted, 

			in holy fullness she is admired; 

			in the multitude of the chosen she finds praise, 

			and among the blessed she is blessed. 

			“The Creator of all commanded and said to me, 

			and he who formed me chose the spot for my tent,

			saying, ‘In Jacob make your dwelling, 

			in Israel your inheritance, 

			and among your chosen put down your roots.’

			“Before all ages, in the beginning, he created me, 

			and through all ages I shall not cease to be. 

			In the holy tent I ministered before him, 

			and in Zion I fixed my abode. 

			Thus in the chosen city I have rested, 

			in Jerusalem is my domain. 

			I have struck root among a glorious people, 

			in the portion of the Lord, his heritage; 

			and in the company of the holy ones do I linger.”

				

			This reading from the book of Sirach is about wisdom. No surprise there. The surprise is that wisdom is not just an abstract ideal or just a human virtue—it is a divine reality. In fact, in the New Testament, we discover that it is not just an it but a he, a person, a divine person, the second person of the Trinity, who became incarnate as a man in Jesus. 

			One of the Greek words for wisdom in the New Testament is the word logos, which means the “truth” or the “mind” that knows the truth or the “word” of wisdom that expresses the truth. This divine logos, this divine wisdom, this “Word” of God was with God the Father from the beginning. St. John began his Gospel by saying: “In the beginning was the Word, / and the Word was with God, / and the Word was God” (John 1:1). Our reading today says he was “before all ages, in the beginning . . . and through all ages [he] shall not cease to be.” A few centuries after Sirach wrote these words, this Wisdom came down from eternity into time, from heaven to earth, to Israel, to God’s chosen people, and became a human being. And in doing this he revealed that divine Wisdom is a person, not just an abstract attribute of a person. Jesus does not just have wisdom; he is wisdom. 

			It is Wisdom himself, the pre-incarnate Christ, who speaks in this Scripture reading. And he says: “In Zion I fixed my abode” and “in Jerusalem is my domain. / I have struck root among a glorious people.” That does not mean that there is no wisdom outside of Israel, but it does mean that that concrete person, that thirty-three-year-old, six-foot-high Jewish carpenter, is divine Wisdom Itself become incarnate at this particular time and place; that the Author of the whole creation entered into his creation as its most important creature; that the Author of all things became the central character of his story. 

			We cannot fully understand this, of course. We can only endlessly “ponder it” in our hearts, as Scripture says Mary did. But we can believe it. And that faith is not at odds with reason. In fact, believing it is perfectly reasonable, even if we do not fully understand it, because God has revealed it, and God can neither deceive nor be deceived. Nothing is more reasonable than faith in this God because he is the eternal, infallible, and omniscient source of all truth and all wisdom. 

			Second Reading

			Ephesians 1:3–6, 15–18	

			Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavens, as he chose us in him, before the foundation of the world, to be holy and without blemish before him. In love he destined us for adoption to himself through Jesus Christ, in accord with the favor of his will, for the praise of the glory of his grace that he granted us in the beloved. 

			Therefore, I, too, hearing of your faith in the Lord Jesus and of your love for all the holy ones, do not cease giving thanks for you, remembering you in my prayers, that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a Spirit of wisdom and revelation resulting in knowledge of him. May the eyes of your hearts be enlightened, that you may know what is the hope that belongs to his call, what are the riches of glory in his inheritance among the holy ones.

				

			There’s a lot in today’s reading from St. Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians. 

			The first part of it speaks of God choosing us to be “in Christ . . . before the foundation of the world,” and says that God “destined us for adoption to himself through Jesus Christ.” Predestination is real. It’s in the Bible. Free will is also real. Neither one contradicts the other. Human life is a story, and every story has both predestination and free will in it. For if the author does not predestine the characters to act as they do, he is not writing the story; and if the characters are robots, machines without free will, it’s not a story at all.

			Predestination is the mysterious interaction between the divine author, who is not in time, and the human characters, who are. We can hardly understand even what time is. Much less can we understand eternity or timelessness, and even less can we understand how the two can interact as they do. Yet we know that they do. 

			But instead of plunging deeper into that point, let’s look at something a little easier to see. Let’s look at what follows from it in St. Paul’s mind. Because we are “in Christ,” by God’s predestination, what follows from that is in Paul’s last two sentences. 

			There are three points in these lines. There are three aspects of God’s gift of predestination, of authoring our salvation in Christ, of adopting us as his children because of Christ, of putting us “in” Christ. They are the three glues that glue us to God: faith, hope, and love. St. Paul speaks of these three dimensions in that order. 

			He prays that “the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom and revelation resulting in knowledge of him. May the eyes of your hearts be enlightened, that you may know what is the hope that belongs to his call, what are the riches of glory in his inheritance among the holy ones.” 

			The first gift is faith, whose object is divine Wisdom. Wisdom is knowledge of the deepest and highest truths, truths about God that we cannot see, cannot prove, and cannot fully understand. 

			Many of the words St. Paul uses here have deeper meanings than we usually see: “spirit,” “wisdom,” “revelation,” “know,” “enlighten”—all these words are like planets circling around a single sun, different aspects of the single gift that St. Paul is praying to God to increase in us. The gift is faith. Here is the classic Baltimore Catechism definition of faith: “Faith is an act of the intellect, prompted by the will, by which we believe everything God has revealed on the authority of the God who has revealed it, who can neither deceive nor be deceived.” 

			Next come some words that circle around the central word “hope”: “That you may know what is the hope that belongs to his call.” Hope is our response to God’s promises, as faith is our response to God’s teachings.

			Finally, “the riches of glory in his inheritance among the holy ones” is the third point, which follows from the other two. The gifts God has given us out of his love are to be shared with others out of our love.

			Let’s start opening more of this three-part package.

			First of all, wisdom is a spirit. St. Paul calls it “a Spirit of wisdom.” What does that mean? That wisdom is not made of atoms and molecules, of course; but more than that: that wisdom is a real spiritual force, a spiritual power, that is just as real as any physical force like gravity or momentum or heat. It’s not just an abstract idea or ideal that exists only in your mind. It’s a power. 

			What power? The power to know. To know what? To know not just facts but values—good and evil, right and wrong, to know how to live and what to do, and to know the goal, end, purpose, and meaning of human life. That’s what wisdom is. When we want to know how to live and act, not just how to think, we go to a person who has not just knowledge but wisdom. 

			Another word St. Paul uses for it is “revelation,” or “insight.” Insight means understanding. It’s not just sense perception, knowledge of facts: that’s “out-sight.” This is “in-sight,” seeing-into a person or a situation. It’s intuitive, not calculating. Computers can’t do it at all, any more than books can. They can only record it and transmit it. And it’s an intuition that’s not just a feeling or an emotion but an understanding, a knowing, a seeing: seeing-into people and situations. That’s why it’s called “in-sight.”

			Obviously, this is something precious that we all need. And St. Paul is telling us that this precious thing comes from God. It is a gift of God. It’s not a miracle, because it comes gradually, not suddenly like lightning; it comes partly through our own seeking of it with honesty and courage. 

			God offers this gift of wisdom to everybody, even atheists, but atheists don’t know it comes from God and they can’t thank him for it when they get it. It must be terrible to be an atheist when you realize how many gifts you have received and you feel grateful and you know that feeling is right, but you don’t know who to thank for all the gifts you get. Honest atheists must feel like little kids on Christmas morning looking for Santa Claus, staring up into an empty chimney and an empty sky. Life itself is a gift, and the whole universe is a gift. And so is wisdom and all the inspirations and suggestions and insights that God whispers to our subconscious mind a thousand times a day.

			The most important object of wisdom is God. And knowing him is more than just knowing about him. Your doctor or your psychologist knows a lot of facts about you that your family doesn’t know, but he doesn’t know you as they do. That’s how we know God when we have wisdom: as our Father. St. Paul calls it “revelation” and “enlightenment.” It is seeing God, not with the eyes of the body or even with the eyes of the intellect, but with the eyes of faith and trust and love, which are the eyes of the heart. 

			You have eyes in three places: the two outer eyes of the body, the one intellectual eye of the mind, and the three eyes of the heart, which are faith and hope and love. 

			Love has eyes. The deepest knowledge of a person is reserved for love: true love, unselfish love, honest love—the love that sees the value of the other person and gives itself to the other person. If you have two friends and one is very clever but never makes any sacrifices for you while the other friend is not very clever but you know that they would die for you, you have no doubt which one knows you the best. If they don’t trust you, if they don’t have faith in you, they can’t really know you.

			Love and trust always go together; there is no love without trust and no trust without love.

			So that’s the first gift St. Paul mentions—the wisdom that comes from faith and trust. The second gift is hope. 

			He prays “that you may know what is the hope that belongs to his call.” We are called by God, so this hope is also a gift of God, like faith. It comes from him. 

			Hope is faith and trust directed to the future. What is it hope in or hope for? What is the object of hope? It’s nothing less than God himself, union with God, seeing God face-to-face in heaven, living in God’s family, spiritual marriage to God, and sharing the very nature of God, as children share the nature of their parents. It’s so great a hope that the best word for it is “more”—more than we can imagine or conceive. St. Paul elsewhere describes it this way: “‘What eye has not seen, and ear has not heard, / and what has not entered the human heart, / what God has prepared for those who love him,’ / this God has revealed to us through the Spirit” (1 Cor. 2:9–10).

			God holds nothing back, but we do. He’s ready, but we’re not. We have to live in hope now, in this world, because we’re not yet capable of receiving the whole of that gift of God himself. We have to grow, like a plant. We’re far from finished. We’re only half-baked; we have to get fully baked in God’s oven. Ovens make dough hard and strong. That’s why life is full of trials. God the baker knows what he’s doing. He knows what we need better than we do. That’s why we need hope as well as faith: because we’re not the baker; we’re the bread. 

			Hope is not just optimism, and it’s not just a wish; its object is a divine promise, a divine guarantee. The Anglican funeral service speaks of “the sure and certain hope” of the resurrection. Jesus says, “Everyone who asks, receives; and the one who seeks, finds; and to the one who knocks, the door will be opened” (Matt. 7:8). 

			What door? The door to heaven. What’s that? That’s him. “I am the door,” he said (John 10:9 RSV-CE). When he said, “The one who seeks, finds,” he was not talking about seeking and finding riches, or fame, or long life, or freedom from suffering, but only about the one thing infinitely better than that, what he called “the one thing needful” (see Luke 10:42 KJV)—himself, who is the supreme good because he is the giver of every good gift.

			Finally, love. Love is the fruit and flower of this plant that is rooted in faith and grows in hope. And this love includes sharing this faith and hope with others. We can’t give out the gift of faith and hope directly, as God can, but we can do it indirectly, we can help others to faith and hope. How? By our love. We cannot directly give faith or hope to others but we can directly give love to others. 

			What is love? We all know what it is. Love is the gift of ourselves, going out of ourselves, forgetting ourselves, putting others first. (Actually, it’s putting Jesus first, others second, and yourself third. First J, then O, then Y. That’s how you spell “joy.”) 

			This is what we have to do with the divine gift of faith and hope: share it by love. Every Christian is an evangelist and a missionary. We preach the Gospel, the Good News, with or without words, every time we interact with another person. Our primary mission is to love each other into the faith, and to love them further up and further into it. 

			“The saints” here does not mean only canonized saints. All believers are saints, holy ones, ones set-apart (that’s what the word “holy” literally means). They are saints not because they are better than others but because their aim, their object, their goal, their hope, and their Lord is better—infinitely better—than all others. God is not “a god.” Muslims wisely remind themselves five times a day that “There is no god but God.” That is our wisdom too, and our mission is to share that wisdom with the whole world.

			If we keep it to ourselves, it will go bad. The water of the Jordan River flows through the Sea of Galilee into the Dead Sea, and the Sea of Galilee is alive with fish today, just as it was in Jesus’ day, but the Dead Sea is as dead as its name. Why? Because the Sea of Galilee has an outlet as well as an inlet, but the Dead Sea does not. Don’t be like the Dead Sea. Be like the Sea of Galilee. The only way to keep your faith alive and moving is to share it.

			Gospel

			John 1:1–18	

			In the beginning was the Word, 

			and the Word was with God, 

			and the Word was God. 

			He was in the beginning with God. 

			All things came to be through him, 

			and without him nothing came to be. 

			What came to be through him was life, 

			and this life was the light of the human race; 

			the light shines in the darkness, 

			and the darkness has not overcome it. 

			A man named John was sent from God. He came for testimony, to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him. He was not the light, but came to testify to the light. The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world. 

			He was in the world, 

			and the world came to be through him, 

			but the world did not know him. 

			He came to what was his own, 

			but his own people did not accept him. 

			But to those who did accept him he gave power to become children of God, to those who believe in his name, who were born not by natural generation nor by human choice nor by a man’s decision but of God. 

			And the Word became flesh 

			and made his dwelling among us, 

			and we saw his glory, 

			the glory as of the Father’s only Son, 

			full of grace and truth. 

			John testified to him and cried out, saying, “This was he of whom I said, ‘The one who is coming after me ranks ahead of me because he existed before me.’” From his fullness we have all received, grace in place of grace, because while the law was given through Moses, grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God. The only Son, God, who is at the Father’s side, has revealed him.

				

			This passage is so profound, so central to our religion, and so beautiful that the Church puts it into her three-year cycle of Scripture readings for Mass no less than six times. Six homilies is not nearly enough to do it justice. Six hundred homilies cannot do it justice. Trying to cover the whole eighteen verses in one short reflection would be like trying to summarize the whole history of science in one formula or like trying to make a map of the whole earth with three lines. So I’d like to look at just one verse, verse 9, which says that Jesus, the second divine person of the Trinity, the Son of God, the Word of God, the Mind of God, the light of the world, the Logos or divine wisdom, is “the true light, which enlightens everyone.” Not just Christians, not just religious people, not just those on their way to heaven, but everyone. How does Jesus give light to every man?

			The Greek words in this verse can be translated in two ways: either Jesus, who enlightens every man, was now coming into the world, or this Jesus, who was now coming into this world, enlightens every man. Both statements are true, even though they emphasize different aspects of the truth, but what they have in common is that Jesus enlightens everyone, every single human being who ever existed, every man who ever came into this world—the world that Jesus was now coming into. Both translations say that. But what does that mean if not everyone in the world knows Jesus or believes in him?

			Only between a quarter and a third of all the people in the world believe in him. Those who don’t either never heard of him, or heard only nonsense and lies about him, or heard some truth about him but didn’t understand it, or heard and understood but did not believe. How can John say that Jesus is the light of everyone who is ever born? 

			When he wrote this, the number of people who had heard of Jesus was less than 1 percent of all the people in the world. Christian missionaries were just beginning to convert most of the Western half of the world, a process that would take more than a thousand years. Today, Christianity is the world’s largest religion. But it’s still far from 100 percent. How can John say that Jesus enlightens not just 1 percent or 30 percent but 100 percent—everyone?

			If Jesus was only a man, even if he was the greatest man who ever lived, this statement of John’s would make no sense at all. For not everyone who comes into the world knows the life of Jesus the Jewish carpenter from Nazareth. Even though he was very famous, far fewer than a hundred thousand people ever met him during those thirty-three years of his public ministry. Yet John says this is the light that enlightened everybody else. 

			That “everybody else” also includes all the people who lived before him and had no chance to meet him in the short time and narrow place of his lifetime. If you took a time machine back four thousand years and asked Abraham whether he had ever met Jesus, Abraham would say, “No, I don’t know who you are talking about.” How did he know Jesus? 

			Jesus himself gives us a clue when he says, “Abraham your father rejoiced to see my day,” and his critics asked him, “You are not yet fifty years old and you have seen Abraham?” And Jesus replied, “Amen, amen, I say to you, before Abraham came to be, I AM” (John 8:56–58). That was when they picked up stones to stone him for blasphemy, because “I AM” is the sacred divine name of God himself, and only God dares or deserves to speak it.

			Both John’s statement that Jesus enlightens everyone and Jesus’ own statement that Abraham knew him make sense only if Jesus is not just a human being but the eternal God, the Creator of all people who come into the world. That Jesus is divine is the distinctive and central dogma of Christianity. All Christians believe it (if you don’t, you are not a Christian), and no non-Christians believe it (if you do, that makes you a Christian). It is the first Christian creed, the three-word formula “Jesus is Lord,” repeated twice by St. Paul in his letters (Rom. 10:9; 1 Cor. 12:3). Christians never used the word “Lord”—in Greek, kyrios—for any human lord, like Caesar; that’s why the Romans persecuted Christians, because they would not say “Caesar is Lord.” 

			If Jesus is God, St. John’s statement makes sense, because everyone who comes into the world is enlightened by God’s natural revelation in at least two ways: by everyone seeing God’s works in nature and by everyone knowing God’s will in conscience. That’s what St. Paul says in Romans: that all have sinned and are responsible for that sin before God, and that they will be justly judged for their sins by God, because all know God at least in these two ways (Rom. 1:18–32). We will be judged according to the light we have, not according to the light we do not have—but we all have enough light. We are all sufficiently enlightened by our human nature, especially our conscience. Since we are all responsible before God, and since we are responsible only for what we know, it follows that we all must know God somehow, however dimly. 

			How? We all know, down in the dim depths of our hearts, that we are not God; that we did not create the universe of the human soul and its conscience; and that there is some Higher Being who is super-intelligent and super-righteous: an intelligence behind the laws of the universe and a goodness behind the laws of conscience who is the absolute standard of truth and goodness—the two things everyone respects and desires. 

			The most important knowledge is the second kind—moral knowledge. We all know two things: that there is a moral law and that we have not obeyed it. If we claim not to know this, that’s a lie. We have the knowledge, we just suppress it, or, as St. Paul says in that passage in Romans, we hold it down because of our wickedness. Or, as John says, “The light came into the world, but people preferred darkness to light, because their works were evil” (John 3:19). Atheists are not ignorant, they are ignoring—ignoring their own conscience. We know there is a good God that we sin against, but we suppress that knowledge because it shows us up as sinners. That’s the bad news that makes sense of the Good News. Free heart surgery is not good news to someone who doesn’t know they have heart disease. That’s why pop psychology’s version of Christianity is much more popular than the real one. It’s the modern version of the Pharisees’ self-righteousness relabeled as “accepting yourself as you are.” It’s a lot easier than God’s program of becoming a saint.

			What does that have to do with Jesus? John writes, “No one has ever seen God. The only Son, God, who is at the Father’s side, has revealed him.” Every time anyone knows anything about God, they know it through the pre-incarnate Christ, whose divine, eternal name is the Logos and whose human, temporal name is Jesus of Nazareth. The pre-incarnate Jesus is the light that enlightens every man who comes into the world, and now that light himself was coming into the world as a particular human being. 

			This truth shatters the divide between so-called conservatives or traditionalists and so-called liberals or modernists or progressives, the divide that so dominates our religious landscape today. How? Because it is only because of the “conservative” or “traditional” truth of the dogma of Jesus’ divinity that we have the “liberal” or “progressive” hope that the non-Christian world can be saved too—that Christians will not be the only people who go to heaven. For non-Christians, too, know the Mind of God, even if they don’t know him in his human, incarnate form. It’s the very same person who enlightens them from eternity and who entered time in Bethlehem. 

			Think about a good pagan like Socrates. Socrates was the first great philosopher. “Philosopher” means “lover of wisdom.” Socrates knew nothing about Jesus of Nazareth, but that wasn’t his fault. He died four hundred years before Jesus was born. But he loved wisdom, he loved truth, he loved what Jesus was even though he didn’t love him personally. And Socrates gave his life for that, for truth, because he could not and would not dishonestly confess that he believed in the many wicked and foolish gods of his pagan culture, and so he was put to death as an atheist, an unbeliever. He obeyed his reason and his conscience instead of his culture. I think it quite likely that we will find Socrates, and many other righteous pagans, in heaven. Jesus himself promises us that everyone who seeks, finds (Matt. 7:8). Socrates certainly sought the truth, and he didn’t find it fully in this life, so he must have found it in the next. Jesus said, “I am the truth” (see John 14:6; emphasis added), so if Socrates sought truth and loved the truth with his deepest desire, he was really loving Jesus, even though he didn’t know it. And if that’s what he sought, then that’s what he found, if not in this life, then in the next. God’s promises never lie. 

			No one knows how many go to heaven. When the Apostles asked Jesus, “Lord, will those who are saved be few?” Jesus did not say yes or no. He said, “Strive to enter” (Luke 13:23–24). In other words, “Mind your own business.” We don’t know, and shouldn’t claim to know, how many are saved. But we have good reason to hope that it will be many. In the book of Revelation, John says he saw “a great multitude [in heaven], which no one could count” (Rev. 7:9). 

			Now that sounds very “liberal” or “progressive.” But it makes sense only if the central dogma of the traditional, “conservative” Christian theology, the dogma of the full divinity of Christ, is true. See how the truth about Jesus shatters our political categories? Don’t ever apply those categories to the truth about God. God totally transcends politics.

			Jesus is either everything or nothing. If he’s God, he’s everything. If he’s only human, then he is an arrogant, egotistic fool for claiming that he is the only way to God the Father, and St. John is a fool for claiming that this mere man is the universal light that enlightens everyone who ever came into the world. So who are the fools: Jesus and John, or those who call them fools?

		

	
		
			The Epiphany of the Lord

			First Reading

			Isaiah 60:1–6	

			Rise up in splendor, Jerusalem! Your light has come, 

			the glory of the Lord shines upon you. 

			See, darkness covers the earth, 

			and thick clouds cover the peoples; 

			but upon you the Lord shines, 

			and over you appears his glory. 

			Nations shall walk by your light, 

			and kings by your shining radiance. 

			Raise your eyes and look about; 

			they all gather and come to you: 

			your sons come from afar, 

			and your daughters in the arms of their nurses. 

			Then you shall be radiant at what you see, 

			your heart shall throb and overflow, 

			for the riches of the sea shall be emptied out before you, 

			the wealth of nations shall be brought to you. 

			Caravans of camels shall fill you, 

			dromedaries from Midian and Ephah; 

			all from Sheba shall come 

			bearing gold and frankincense, 

			and proclaiming the praises of the Lord.

				

			This highly poetic passage is about Christ’s Epiphany, which means literally the “manifestation” or “appearance” or “showing” of Christ not just to Mary and Joseph and not just to Israel but to the whole world. This happened first when the three Gentile kings came to worship their king, the King of kings, on his humble little throne in the stable in Bethlehem. 

			They are also called the “Magi,” which can mean either magicians or sages, wise men. There is no evidence that they were into magic, so let’s just call them wise men. As the bumper sticker says, “Wise men still seek him.”

			Jesus really came three times into the world. He came first nine months before his birth when he was conceived in Mary’s womb as soon as she gave her permission, her “may it be done” to God’s angel (Luke 1:38). That’s called the Feast of the Annunciation. Then, nine months later, he was born into the world outside Mary’s womb. That’s called the Feast of Christmas—the Nativity. Then, some days later, he was manifested to the rest of the world, represented by the three kings, and that’s called the Feast of the Epiphany, or the manifestation to the world. Really, the first epiphany was his birth because that’s when he was first seen. And the Incarnation happened even earlier: not at his birth but at his conception. Every one of us existed for nine months in our mother’s womb before we were born. We didn’t suddenly come into existence when we popped out of the womb. (Everybody knows that; that’s why everybody knows, deep down, by common sense, that abortion is the deliberate murder of an innocent human being. It’s not a monkey, or a blob of tissue; it’s one of us.)

			We celebrated Advent throughout the month before Christmas, and we said then that there were three advents, or comings, of Christ to the world. The first one was at Christmas, and that’s the one that has three parts: the Annunciation, the Nativity, and the Epiphany. The second one is his coming at the end of the world to judge us; and this will happen to each of us at our personal, individual death, and to the human race as a whole at the end of historical time. The third is his present coming into our lives.

			The passage from the prophet Isaiah that is read today can be applied to all of these comings because poetic images do not have only one meaning but usually have many meanings. They are like a gong that keeps reverberating, like echoes, or like musical overtones. I think this might be a good opportunity to teach a basic principle of how to read poetic images, which are very common in the Bible and in ordinary speech, even when we’re not consciously aware of them. 

			For instance, we all say “Oh, I see your point” when we understand an idea that somebody else is explaining to us; but it’s not literal “seeing” with the literal, physical eye, because blind people can understand ideas just as well as sighted people can. Or when we say “Oh, that idea never entered my mind before,” we don’t mean ideas “enter” minds exactly as people enter rooms. But there is a likeness, a similarity, an analogy. We use physical things to symbolize spiritual things. The Bible’s language about God is full of images, symbols, and analogies. It speaks of God as sitting on a mighty throne in the heavens and having a strong right hand. No one takes that literally and sends rocket ships up to find a golden chair somewhere in space. The throne is a symbol of authority, “the heavens,” or the sky, is a symbol of heaven, and God’s “strong right hand” is a symbol of power.

			Poetic language can be true, just as literal language can. The story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden is full of symbolism, but the event of the fall really happened. The garden symbolizes the beauty of the world when you have no sin in your soul. It may or may not have been a literal garden with flowers and vegetables. And the tree of the knowledge of good and evil may or may not have been a literal tree, but it symbolized the knowledge of evil that you get by experiencing it, by falling. And the snake symbolizes the devil. The devil is not a literal snake; if he were, we could kill him by stepping on him. But the symbols are true, and the event really happened. God really did create us innocent, he tested us with a commandment, the devil tempted us, and we really did fall. Sometimes the best way to express spiritual realities is through physical symbols. Sometimes that’s the only way. So we should take poetic images seriously even when we can’t take them literally. Jesus really is the “way” to God, but the way is not made of concrete or macadam. He really is the “door” to heaven, but he doesn’t have hinges and a knob. He really is the “light” of the world, but that light does not come in photons and it’s neither infrared nor ultraviolet. He really does give us life, but it’s not just biological life, with a DNA code.

			But when we imagine these symbols, when we see them in our minds, we really do understand something about what can’t be seen. When we imagine the image Isaiah uses for sin and ignorance, the image of “darkness [covering] the earth, and thick clouds [covering] the peoples” (Isa. 60:2), we get the same reaction to that image of a global physical darkness—fear and discontent and turning away—that we should get from the spiritual darkness of sin and ignorance of God throughout the world. When the poet says “the glory of the Lord shines [or will dawn] upon you” (Isa. 60:2), we imagine the sun breaking through the darkness and we get the same reaction of joy to that physical beauty and glory that we should get when we meet God in Christ. When the poet says “the wealth of nations shall be brought to you” (Isa. 60:5), we see in our minds caravans of jewels and gold, enough to make a cathedral, and our reaction is the same kind of wonder and admiration that we should get when we understand the spiritual riches that Christ brings us. 

			Don’t try to reduce the symbols to a kind of code or puzzle and try to figure out the puzzle. Poetry is not addressed to the calculator in us but to the child in us. It arouses the spontaneous wonder of awe and joy, not the calculating wonder of wondering how to decode the puzzle. Our culture values scientific and mathematical reason more than any other culture in history, but it also undervalues spontaneous intuition and feelings like awe and wonder and joy, which are evoked by good poetry, less than any culture in history. How many people read contemporary poetry? 

			The Bible invites us to exercise all the parts of our soul, not just some. Don’t ignore, scorn, or misuse its beautiful poetry. God is speaking to us through these images. God is a poet. That’s why he invented lions: to show us something of his power; and lambs: to show us something of his innocence; and dogs: to show us something of his loyalty; and peacocks: to show us something of his splendid variety and colorfulness; and eagles: to show us something of his freedom and his speed and his all-seeing eye from above; and giraffes and platypuses and donkeys and humans: to show us something of his sense of humor. (Of course God has a sense of humor: did you think he lacked anything good?)

			The most important of all images in divine revelation, in the Bible, is probably the one Jesus himself consistently used for God: the image of a Father. In our culture, the plague of fatherlessness, and of absentee fathers, has largely emptied that image of its power and attractiveness, and that is one of the very deepest wounds in our culture. How can we call God our heavenly Father if we don’t have a loving and respectful relationship with our earthly father? Fathers, the most important and effective way you can help our culture back to sanity and sanctity is by loving your children and showing them a little of what God is like. 

			The medievals used to say that God wrote two books: nature and Scripture. Both are full of poetry. The universe God created shows us that God is not only an engineer but also a poet. His favorite language is poetry. You yourself are his poetry, his imagery, for you are made in the image of God. 

			Second Reading

			Ephesians 3:2–3a, 5–6	

			Brothers and sisters: You have heard of the stewardship of God’s grace that was given to me for your benefit, namely, that the mystery was made known to me by revelation. It was not made known to people in other generations as it has now been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit: that the Gentiles are coheirs, members of the same body, and copartners in the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel.

				

			The point of the passage from St. Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians is a single one and a simple one: The Jews are indeed God’s chosen people, chosen to receive a revelation of the true God that no other people on earth had—but God’s plan from the beginning was to expand this revelation to the whole world. The Jews were his collective prophet to the world. And Christ was the turning point. Christ expanded divine revelation from Israel to the whole world. 

			This was almost as much of a shock to the first generation of Christians, who were almost all converts from Judaism, as it was to the Jews. But it fit in with God’s providential plan, which was like a military strategy: his invasion of the world began at one point, one beachhead—Israel—only to expand out from there, like a bullet or an arrow, penetrating the target (the world) first at a concentrated point and then expanding and exploding outward. 

			Judaism itself was an expansion from a single point. At the beginning of Judaism, with Abraham, only one man worshiped the true God. Four generations later, when Joseph was sold into Egypt by his brothers as a slave, there were only seventy of his descendants in the world who knew and worshiped the true God. When Moses led the Jews out of Egypt in the Exodus, a few centuries later, there were probably over a million. When Jesus was born, those who worshiped the true God were only a few million, perhaps 1 percent of the world’s population. Today, almost 50 percent of the world’s population, somewhere between three and four billion people, worship the one God of the Jews, mainly Christians and Muslims. 

			We Christians learned who the true God was from our fathers in the faith—the Jews. Jesus was a Jew. He never told Jews to stop being Jews and become Gentiles. He said, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets [i.e., Judaism]. I have come not to abolish but to fulfill” (Matt. 5:17). Pope Pius XII, in condemning anti-Semitism, said that “all of us are spiritually Semites.” To be anti-Semitic, or anti-Jewish, is to be anti-Christian.

			Yet there has been a disgraceful history of mutual mistrust and hatred between Jews and Christians. In the first century, when the Jews were the establishment and had the power—in Jesus’ own lifetime and shortly afterward—it was the Jews who often persecuted the Christians. We see this repeatedly in the Acts of the Apostles. But once Christians got the power, they began to persecute the Jews in the Middle Ages and modern times. And Muslims were also at war with both Jews and Christians for much of history. Brothers fight more than strangers do. Members of the same family fight most of all. That’s normal in fallen human nature, but that does not excuse it. 

			Jesus is for everybody. To most Jews, this was a shock: that they, the “chosen people,” were chosen not for themselves but for the rest of the world, for the Gentiles, beginning with the three Magi or wise men from the East who came to worship Jesus at his Epiphany. But it should not have been a shock. The Jewish prophets said that when the Messiah came the whole world would know the true God. Jews do not proselytize or send out missionaries, as Christians do, because they are waiting for the Messiah to come. Ironically, almost half the world has been converted to the God of Judaism not by Jews but by Christians. That is simply a fact of history.

			Christianity is not the end of Judaism but its fulfillment. What happens when a Jew like St. Paul converts to Christ is not that he becomes less Jewish but more so, a completed Jew, a Jew who has found the Jewish Messiah. That was the testimony of Jewish converts in the first century, and that is the testimony of Jewish converts in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. But between those two times there was this common mistake, this terrible misunderstanding on both sides: that for a Jew to become a Christian was for him to leave his old religion and adopt a new one. But Jesus never told Jews to convert from Judaism but from sin—and not to a Gentile religion but to the God of Judaism. 

			Jesus is for all people universally, even though he is one, single, concrete, particular man: a Jew, not a Gentile; a man, not a woman; in Israel, not India; in the first century, not the second. But this particular man is “a man for all seasons,” for all times, all people, all races, all genders, and all nations. St. Paul says that in Christ “there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free person, there is not male and female” (Gal. 3:28). 

			That does not mean that Jesus destroys our natural differences. There is equality but not sameness. God is an equal opportunity employer, but his people sing in harmony, not unison. Our natural differences are not destroyed by our supernatural life in Christ, because in him every one of us fulfills his or her true identity. As the same light makes all colors brighter and all shapes clearer, the one God fulfills and perfects every sex, every race, every class, every age, every occupation, every nation. 

			[image: ]

			Universal, yet unique. Global, yet local. Universal, yet particular. The fact that Christ is unique, the fact that Judaism is unique, the fact that God chooses a “chosen people” and then sends one unique individual (his Son) to save the whole human race is what some theologians call “the scandal of particularity.” It is a scandal only to absent-minded professors who put abstract universals above concrete particulars, who love ideas more than persons, “humanity” more than their neighbors. Nowhere in the Bible are we ever commanded to love humanity. Humanity is a safe abstraction. Humanity is not a smelly, homeless bum begging for a handout. Humanity never has the wrong political opinions. Humanity never interferes with your plans. That annoying co-worker or family member isn’t humanity. That’s your neighbor. 

			God is very concrete. He is not concrete like the stuff roads are made of; he is not made of matter. But he is concrete rather than abstract. He is not divinity in general. That is his nature, not his name. He has a proper name. Only persons have proper names. 

			Jews too are a concrete people, a particular people. That’s why the world hates them: because they are different, and they have a distinctive identity; other peoples in the world, who are increasingly losing their identity in the global melting pot, are jealous of that. Like Jesus, the Jews are like an iron ball in the pit of the world’s stomach that it can neither digest nor disgorge. Time and time again their enemies try to wipe them out: Pharaoh, Haman, Caesar, Hitler. But the Jews have always buried their undertakers. 

			We are commanded to honor our fathers and mothers. The Jews are our fathers in the faith. We can never thank them enough. Through them the Savior came. Jesus himself said, “Salvation is from the Jews” (John 4:22). An anti-Semite is on the side not of Christ but of the Antichrist. 

			The first meeting between Jews and Gentiles in the Christian era was the Epiphany. It was a great success. There was no conflict, only peace, because it was in the presence of Christ. Both Gentile and Jew, both the magi and the Holy Family, worshipped Christ. That is the secret of ecumenism.

			Gospel

			Matthew 2:1–12	

			When Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, in the days of King Herod, behold, magi from the east arrived in Jerusalem, saying, “Where is the newborn king of the Jews? We saw his star at its rising and have come to do him homage.” When King Herod heard this, he was greatly troubled, and all Jerusalem with him. Assembling all the chief priests and the scribes of the people, he inquired of them where the Christ was to be born. They said to him, “In Bethlehem of Judea, for thus it has been written through the prophet: 

			And you, Bethlehem, land of Judah, 

			are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; 

			since from you shall come a ruler, 

			who is to shepherd my people Israel.” 

			Then Herod called the magi secretly and ascertained from them the time of the star’s appearance. He sent them to Bethlehem and said, “Go and search diligently for the child. When you have found him, bring me word, that I too may go and do him homage.” After their audience with the king they set out. And behold, the star that they had seen at its rising preceded them, until it came and stopped over the place where the child was. They were overjoyed at seeing the star, and on entering the house they saw the child with Mary his mother. They prostrated themselves and did him homage. Then they opened their treasures and offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. And having been warned in a dream not to return to Herod, they departed for their country by another way.

				

			From the day God banged out the Big Bang to create the universe through the nearly fourteen billion years of its evolution, God had planned everything in it, especially the most important event that ever happened in all of time—namely, the eternal Son of God entering time, entering this world, for our enlightenment and salvation. That plan included every detail, including all the events surrounding his birth, including the star of Bethlehem. 

			What was this star? We do not know whether it was a natural event or a supernatural miracle. But God used all the other natural events in the story—Caesar’s census, King Herod, the shepherds, the wise men from the East, the stable, the gifts, the holy poverty—for the sake of the real star of the story, Jesus; so it seems likely that this star in the heavens was another natural event, not a miracle, but remarkable enough to be a sign to the sky-watchers from the East. It was probably a conjunction, or coming together, of three bright planets, which happens only once in thousands of years; or else perhaps it was a supernova, a new exploding star. Both of these astronomical events, we know, happened in 4 BC, which is probably the date when Jesus was born. (The calendars were off by four years.)

			One of the practical lessons for us in this story of the star is that God is the master of all events, even those that take more than thirteen billion years to prepare, and even those that are unpredictable and strange, and also those that are not, such as the fall of every sparrow and the fall of every hair from every human head. God is not a snob who cares only about elite things and events; his providence provides absolutely everything for us. Just as every syllable in a novel or a play is deliberately chosen by its author, so every event in history is planned by the one God who is the Creator and designer of everything in the universe.

			A second lesson in this story is that the star is not the star, nor is King Herod the king, but Jesus is both the star of the story and the King of the universe. Everything circles around him. He is “the still point of the turning world,” because he is eternity entering into time. He is not just an afterthought on God’s part, like a plumber summoned to fix a leak, or even a great prophet sent to remind us of timeless truths, but he is the center of all created things in all times and places. Jesus Christ, God incarnate, is the whole meaning of life, of every human life, and of your life and mine. We are made for him, and he made himself human for us. He brought us from nothing to everything by creating our universe and our souls; and he brought himself from heaven and eternity to earth and time for us, for that meeting. 

			The meeting is consummated, like a spiritual marriage, when we receive him into our bodies and souls in Holy Communion.

		

	
		
			The Baptism of the Lord

			First Reading

			Isaiah 42:1–4, 6–7	
(or Isaiah 40:1–5, 9–11)

			Thus says the Lord: 

			Here is my servant whom I uphold, 

			my chosen one with whom I am pleased, 

			upon whom I have put my spirit; 

			he shall bring forth justice to the nations, 

			not crying out, not shouting, 

			not making his voice heard in the street. 

			A bruised reed he shall not break, 

			and a smoldering wick he shall not quench, 

			until he establishes justice on the earth; 

			the coastlands will wait for his teaching. 

			I, the Lord, have called you for the victory of justice, 

			I have grasped you by the hand; 

			I formed you, and set you 

			as a covenant of the people, 

			a light for the nations, 

			to open the eyes of the blind, 

			to bring out prisoners from confinement, 

			and from the dungeon, those who live in darkness.

				

			This prophecy of the Messiah tells us no less than eight different things about him. 

			First, that he is God’s servant, whom God upholds, with whom God is pleased, and upon whom God has put his Spirit. 

			Second, that he shall bring forth justice to the nations. (“Justice” means more than punishment and more than legal justice; it means righteousness.) 

			Third, that he will not do this in a loud and forceful and intimidating way, by crying out and shouting and making his voice heard in the street, like a Nazi SS officer or a rabble-rouser. 

			Fourth, that he will not break a bruised reed or quench a smoldering wick. We’ll see what that means in a minute. 

			Fifth, that he will establish justice on the whole earth and that the coastlands of the whole world will wait for his teaching. 

			Sixth, that God holds him by the hand and makes him to be not just the prophet of a new covenant, not just the announcer of a new covenant, but to be, in himself, that new covenant. 

			Seventh, that he will open the eyes of the blind. (This means both literal miracles of healing the physically blind, which had never been done before, and the even greater spiritual miracle of sending light from heaven, eternal truth, into dark souls and dark lives.) 

			Eighth, that he will bring prisoners out of their dungeons, their prisons. And there is no prison worse than the prison we create for ourselves. A physical prison is a natural symbol of a spiritual prison, an inner prison, which is an addiction. As an external prison removes our external freedom, the internal prison of addiction removes our internal freedom. And what we are all addicted to is sin and selfishness. The dungeon in which we ourselves imprison ourselves is our selves. So it’s a catch-22: we can’t escape ourselves. We forge the chains of our own bondage. We use our freedom to destroy our freedom. We need a Savior.

			That’s a big order, and it takes at least eight different reflections. You’re lucky: I’m going to give you only one, and I picked the most obscure one because the other seven are pretty obvious. 

			What does it mean that the Messiah will not break a bruised reed or quench a smoldering wick? It means that the Messiah will be a gentleman—both gentle and manly. He is the King of the universe, yet he will humble himself to come down to our level and conform his dealings with us to our limitations and our needs. We are like a bruised reed or a smoldering wick. Both of these two things are nearly dead. The life in a reed is threatened by being bruised or wounded or folded over. It can’t grow up straight anymore. And the life of the fire in a candlewick that is smoldering is in the process of dying, of going out. The Messiah is the divine physician who comes to heal our spiritual sickness, and he will be tender: he will not give us more than we can take. He will proportion his treatment to fit our weak condition, our weak capacity to receive his strong medicine. As one writer put it, he will “temper the wind to the shorn lamb.” A lamb that has just been sheared of all its wool will catch cold and die in a cold wind. The point is that God will not give us sufferings we cannot endure, or moral laws we cannot obey. 

			But we are not as weak as we think we are. We can be saints. We can obey the moral law a lot better than we do. And we can endure and bear up under greater sufferings than we think. We have more courage than we think. St. Paul says that God will not give us any trial or temptation without also giving us a way out, a deliverance, a way of at least enduring it, so that whatever does not kill us makes us stronger. 

			That’s why Jesus didn’t come the first time as he will come the second time: as one who tears apart the sky and shines an unendurably bright light down from heaven, who rules the whole world in glory and power as the King of the universe. He hid his divinity when he came in Bethlehem. He became a poor carpenter, not a great public conqueror or king. He washed his disciples’ feet, like a slave, even though he was their Lord and master. He submitted to death; he let himself be crucified as a criminal. Because that’s what we needed. That’s tempering the divine wind to the human lamb; that’s not breaking the spirit of the bruised reed or the fire of the smoldering wick. 

			So the next time you think God is giving you a temptation you can’t resist, or a suffering you can’t endure and emerge from stronger and wiser, please think again. God’s Word tells you that’s an illusion. Look it up: 1 Corinthians 10:13.

			There are two sides to this truth. One side is that, as Jesus says, “without me you can do nothing” (John 15:5). We are weak, bruised, smoldering. The other side is that, as St. Paul says, “I have the strength for everything through him who empowers me” (Phil. 4:13).

			Second Reading

			Acts 10:34–38	
(or Titus 2:11–14, 3:4–7)

			Peter proceeded to speak to those gathered in the house of Cornelius, saying: “In truth, I see that God shows no partiality. Rather, in every nation whoever fears him and acts uprightly is acceptable to him. You know the word that he sent to the Israelites as he proclaimed peace through Jesus Christ, who is Lord of all, what has happened all over Judea, beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John preached, how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power. He went about doing good and healing all those oppressed by the devil, for God was with him.”

				

			I’d like to begin by explaining the background of this passage in the words of the lectionary: “Cornelius, a Roman centurion, was sent to ask if Peter would preach the Gospel to his pagan household. As a strict Jew, Peter had not hitherto realized that the Good News was intended for anyone but the Jews. Nevertheless, after a remarkable dream (in which God showed him a large sheet let down from heaven and containing all kinds of animals, both kosher and not kosher by Jewish law, and told him to eat from all the animals he had created), Peter went and preached and baptized Cornelius’ whole household of pagan Romans. This is the first recorded sermon to pagans; the previous addresses in Acts had been to convince the Jews. In reading, realize what Peter is feeling. He is still surprised that God should have called a pagan.”

			But as the text says, Peter now realizes that “God shows no partiality.”

			We today all realize this. We do not discriminate against Gentiles, because we are mainly Gentiles. But perhaps we do not fully realize that God also does not discriminate against Jews, even those who do not accept Jesus as their Messiah; or Muslims, who claim that it’s blasphemous to call Jesus the Son of God; or Hindus, who don’t even worship the God of the Bible, the personal and righteous Creator and Redeemer, but something more like “the Force” in Star Wars; or Buddhists or Taoists who do not worship any personal God at all; or atheists, who are against all religion because they deny that there exists anything at all that is superior to themselves. 

			There are two mistakes we often make about this issue of “discrimination.” 

			One mistake is to think that God does discriminate and show partiality; that he gives unjust and unequal opportunities to those who have heard the Gospel over against those who have not; and that it is unlikely that many non-Christians, if any at all, will get to heaven. This is a mistake because God is just and will judge everyone according to the light they have, not according to the light they do not have. 

			God designed all people to be saved. That is very clear in Scripture: God does not wish “that any should perish but that all should come to repentance” (2 Pet. 3:9). That does not mean that all will be saved; anyone can reject the truth that he knows because he has free will. But it means that God loves every single individual who has ever lived and desires only the best for them, and will judge all justly, not unjustly. 

			We are responsible for what we know, and none of us knows everything and none of us knows nothing. All of us know some things and not other things. The truth itself is not relative, but our knowledge of it is, and our responsibility is relative to our knowledge. 

			The other mistake we can make is to think that since God does not discriminate, therefore we are all going to the same place after death; that heaven is as automatic and universal as death. It is true that we are all going to the same death and to the same God, to the same judgment, to the same justice, to the same truth, to the same light; but that light will show up everything in us, and that “everything” is not equal in any two of us. The same light shows up colors and shapes and sizes that are not the same.

			God is just, and therefore judges justly, judges everyone by the same standard, by the same principle. That is how God shows no partiality, no unjust discrimination. But for precisely that same reason, not everyone is equally rewarded and punished. That would be unjust. So there must be a hell as well as a heaven, though we do not know the literal details of what is in those two places, or their comparative population statistics. When the disciples asked Jesus if few will be saved, Jesus did not answer yes or no but simply “strive to enter” (Luke 13:24). 

			And just as justice demands different degrees of both rewards and punishments, there must also be different purgatories for each of us to prepare us differently for heaven, because we have different needs. And that applies to this life as well as the next; for everyone’s purgatory begins in this life, and for those who need it, it is completed in the next. 

			God is infinite love and mercy, yes, but he is also totally just. He cannot be either unloving or unjust. That, we clearly know; that is our divinely revealed data. How God reconciles the two parts of that data—his love and mercy on the one hand and his justice and truth on the other hand—we do not clearly know, but we do know that he does it, and we know where he does it. He does it on the cross. 

			Gospel

			Luke 3:15–16, 21–22	

			The people were filled with expectation, and all were asking in their hearts whether John might be the Christ. John answered them all, saying, “I am baptizing you with water, but one mightier than I is coming. I am not worthy to loosen the thongs of his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.” 

			After all the people had been baptized and Jesus also had been baptized and was praying, heaven was opened and the Holy Spirit descended upon him in bodily form like a dove. And a voice came from heaven, “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased.”

				

			In today’s Gospel, John the Baptist contrasts himself with Jesus by saying that he is not worthy to untie Jesus’ shoe. Why? Because John can only baptize with water, but Jesus baptizes with the Holy Spirit and with fire.

			What does that mean?

			The word “baptize” in Greek can mean “drown” or “completely submerge.” It implies a death. Even though most of us were baptized by the pouring of water, which is legitimate, the more complete symbolism is expressed by going down completely underwater and emerging again because Baptism is a kind of death and resurrection. You die to your old self, the self you got from your parents, the self with the stain of original sin on it, and in exchange for that old self, you get a new identity from God. He literally sends his Holy Spirit into your soul at Baptism so that you acquire a share in supernatural life, eternal life, the kind of life God has, divine life. 

			Jesus calls it being born again, being born a second time. We were all born the first time from the flesh. We got our human nature from our parents. That was natural birth. Baptism is supernatural birth, or rebirth, or being born again, by the Spirit, by God’s Holy Spirit. We get a new nature, a new identity from God, a share in his own supernatural life. Not just a new lifestyle but a new life. 

			The Greek word translated “flesh” does not mean merely the body. It means all of human nature, fallen and mortal human nature, body and soul. And “Spirit” does not mean the same as “soul.” It means the supernatural life of God that enters into us in Baptism. There are two different Greek words for “life” here. Natural life is bios, and supernatural life is zoe. Bios is mortal, zoe is immortal. 

			Baptism always goes together with faith, always includes faith, and always presupposes faith—either the faith of the adult convert who is being baptized or the faith of the parents and of the Church in the case of infant Baptism. St. John’s Gospel says that when we “believe” we “receive” (see John 1:12–16). When we open the door, God comes in. Really, not just symbolically. This is not just a new lifestyle, or a new set of ideals or principles; this is a new life, a new kind of life. It’s like Pinocchio changing from a wooden puppet to a living thing, or like the frog changing into a prince when the princess kisses him. Many of the old fairy tales have deliberately Christian symbolism in them. 

			The Pinocchio story is more accurate than the frog prince, because once the frog is kissed, he is no longer a frog, but when Pinocchio comes to life he is also still wooden-headed, and he chooses the wrong set of friends and he learns to lie, so that his nose gets longer with every lie. That’s us. We have divine life, we have God’s Holy Spirit in us, but we live most of the time just like those who have only fallen human life. We have two lives in us: natural and supernatural, human and divine, temporal and eternal, flesh and spirit. St. Paul calls them “the old self” and the “new self” (Eph. 4:22–24). One comes from the first Adam, the other comes from Christ, the New Adam. That’s what St. Paul means when he says that “the flesh has desires against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh” (Gal. 5:17). Flesh and spirit don’t mean body and soul. They mean the old sinful self that we got from Adam and the new, redeemed self that we got from Christ. 

			By the way, all three persons of the Trinity are active in Baptism. God the Father is the first cause of it. All of his work is done through Christ his Son. The Father does nothing without the Son. When he created the universe, he did it by means of the Son, the “Word of God.” God “spoke” his Word, and the universe came into being. And the Spirit was the divine wind and power that moved upon the face of the waters, forming the universe like an artist. And just as the Father never works by bypassing the Son, the Son never works by bypassing the Spirit. All three divine persons come to live and act in your soul when you are baptized. 

			How much this one God in three persons acts in your soul and in your life is determined by how much you open the door to him, by how much faith, hope, and love you have. The water comes to the growing plant through the garden hose—the plant can’t water itself—but how much water your plant gets is determined by how much you open your faucet. 

			Sometimes the Scriptures use water as a symbol for the Holy Spirit. We are baptized in water. Jesus says to the Samaritan woman at the well that he will give her “living water” within her (John 4:10). But Scripture also uses the symbol of fire for the Holy Spirit. Why?

			It is not the fire of destruction—that’s a symbol Jesus uses for hell—but a fire that does not destroy or consume, like the fire Moses saw in the burning bush. The bush was burning but not consumed (Exod. 3:2). Unlike physical fire, the fire of the Holy Spirit burns away only evil. The closer you get to ordinary fire, the more you are destroyed, but the closer you get to this divine fire, the more intensely you live. This fire burns you more the further you stray from it. 

			Fire is a natural symbol for passion and intensity. “Our God is a consuming fire,” says the Letter to the Hebrews (Heb. 12:29). God is not a sleepy grandfather; he is a loving and therefore demanding Father. He is easy to please but hard to satisfy. He is not comfortable. He is not boring. He is not lukewarm. He is a volcano of love. He does not fall into love and out of love, as we do, because he is love. God can no more fall in love than the sun can get sunny, or the sea can get wet. 

			The more you let this fire burn in your soul, the more you let it burn away all your comfortable selfishness, the more your life will be transformed. Ask any saint.

			The Christian faith should come with warnings, like TV dinners: “After removing from the microwave, it will be dangerously hot to the touch.” Annie Dillard says that pews in church should be equipped with seat belts and helmets, and warning labels should be put on Bibles. God is good, but he is definitely not safe. He is a fire. 

			Love is a living fire. Compared with our lusts, divine love is much more passionate, not less. God’s love is to human lust as the sun is to a match. It’s like laser light that cuts through the hardest steel. Whenever you pray, you are submitting to laser surgery on your soul. Prayer is God’s operating room. He’s waiting for your consent to operate. And you can trust this surgeon because the hands that hold the scalpel have nail holes in them.

		

	
		
			Lent

		

	
		
			First Sunday of Lent

			First Reading

			Deuteronomy 26:4–10	

			Moses spoke to the people, saying: “The priest shall receive the basket from you and shall set it in front of the altar of the Lord, your God. Then you shall declare before the Lord, your God, ‘My father was a wandering Aramean who went down to Egypt with a small household and lived there as an alien. But there he became a nation great, strong, and numerous. When the Egyptians maltreated and oppressed us, imposing hard labor upon us, we cried to the Lord, the God of our fathers, and he heard our cry and saw our affliction, our toil, and our oppression. He brought us out of Egypt with his strong hand and outstretched arm, with terrifying power, with signs and wonders; and bringing us into this country, he gave us this land flowing with milk and honey. Therefore, I have now brought you the firstfruits of the products of the soil which you, O Lord, have given me.’ And having set them before the Lord, your God, you shall bow down in his presence.”

				

			Two essential features of every religion in the world are gratitude and sacrifice. 

			They are interrelated: sacrifice is the expression of our gratitude, and gratitude is our spiritual sacrifice, the sacrifice of our egotism, the denial of our pride and self-sufficiency and autonomy; our total surrender or submission, or, as pious Muslims put it, our islam to the one true God. This is the spiritual essence of all true religion.

			That goes on inside our soul, but why do we also sacrifice to God something objective, some of our food or other goods or our money (which can be exchanged for food or other goods)? Or, in the worship that God demanded of his chosen people in the Old Testament, a lamb or a goat or an ox? Why is that done? What does it mean?

			Sacrifice means and expresses three things: 

			The first is our humble acknowledgment that all the good in the universe and all the good in our lives is from God, from his grace—that we are totally dependent on him. Sacrifice is our concrete deed that is an acknowledgment that everything belongs to the Creator; all good comes to us from him as a grace, an undeserved favor, a gift, beginning with our very existence. And so we offer him back a small portion of his gifts to acknowledge that all good things are his gifts. Sacrifice is a “thank you” and a “count your blessings” exercise. 

			In fact, it would be an excellent prayer exercise to thank God for ten different concrete things every day. Do you wonder what to say when you pray? There’s a suggestion. Did you ever thank God for the warmth of the sun, for moonlight, for puppies, for the color purple, for comedians, for scary horror movies, for the “high” of jogging, for the smell of salt water, for the amazing complexity of your brain, for the taste of honey, for the four seasons, for wine (which, Scripture says, God invented to gladden, not sadden), for little birds, or for the cleverness of whoever invented bicycles? It’s amazing how easy it is to find ten new reasons for gratitude every day. And, of course, you want to add at least one serious thing to each list, like your health, life itself, your mother in heaven, the Real Presence, and the hope of salvation. 

			Sacrifice has two sides. The objective side is the objective truth that everything good is a grace, a gift from God. We sacrifice a little gift to God because God has given enormous gifts to us. The subjective side is our motive for sacrifice, which is gratitude. Gratitude is a kind of joy, a happy praise to the giver of the gifts. Our “please” has been heard, the gifts have been given, and our “thank you” is our response. “Please” and “thank you” are the first words we should teach our small children. They are really the essence of all religion. 

			Everyone knows, deep down, instinctively, that life itself is a gift, as well as all the concrete things in life; but not everyone knows who the giver of that gift is. The worst day in the life of an atheist must be the day when that feeling of total, cosmic gratitude wells up from within his heart, and he knows it is very, very right, but he has no one to thank for it all. 

			The second meaning of sacrifice is that the physical sacrifice symbolizes the spiritual sacrifice. Our parting with some of our physical gifts expresses our parting with our spiritual selfishness, our willingness to sacrifice our self-interest, our egotism. The sacrifice of a little of our “stuff” symbolizes and expresses our sacrifice of ourselves, the owners of the “stuff.” All the religions of the world know that, and they all condemn the selfishness that we all find so easy and so natural. It is the most obvious and universal principle of morality in every culture. The first part of it is called justice—not putting yourself ahead of others, recognizing equal rights—and the second part of it is charity—helping others, going out of your way for the sake of others. If you do not know even that, you are worse than a barbarian.

			There is a third meaning of sacrifice for a Christian. Our sacrifices express our union with Christ and his sacrifice, the sacrifice he offered of himself on the cross, to the Father, for our salvation. That is why what we consecrate in the Eucharist is bread and wine, which both symbolizes the body and blood of Christ and is literally transubstantiated into it.

			Making sacrifices for someone we don’t love is not a joy; but making sacrifices to show our love to someone we really do love really is a joy: letting them win a game, giving them the best seat, the best piece of meat, the first choice. 

			If we love God, we will love making sacrifices for him. Start with little things: one minute to really listen to your friends or your family, one minute to pray during a busy day, one little extra thoughtfulness. Remember, “Small is beautiful.” Make it a habit, and you will gradually experience its joy, the joy of achievement, the joy of creating a work of spiritual art, the joy of doing (as Mother Teresa put it) “something beautiful for God.” 

			Second Reading

			Romans 10:8–13	

			Brothers and sisters: What does Scripture say? 

			The word is near you, 

			in your mouth and in your heart 

			—that is, the word of faith that we preach—, for, if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For one believes with the heart and so is justified, and one confesses with the mouth and so is saved. For the Scripture says, 

			No one who believes in him will be put to shame. 

			For there is no distinction between Jew and Greek; the same Lord is Lord of all, enriching all who call upon him. For “everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.”

				

			“What must I do to be saved?” the Philippian jailer asked St. Paul. His answer was simple: “Believe in the Lord Jesus and you and your household will be saved” (Acts 16:30–31). In this passage, Paul expands that answer into two parts: “One believes with the heart and so is justified, and one confesses with the mouth and so is saved.” 

			Why does God require faith for salvation? It sounds arbitrary and unjust. It sounds like passing God’s theology exam is the ticket to heaven: if you believe the right things, you will be saved, and if you don’t, you won’t. 

			No, that’s not it. For faith’s primary object is not an idea but a person: God the Savior, Christ the Lord. St. Paul in this passage mentions the first and shortest Christian creed, the three-word formula “Jesus is Lord” (Rom. 10:9; 1 Cor. 12:3). 

			Christ is not only the Lord but also the Savior. We can’t do anything to change whether or not Jesus is Lord, but we can do something to change whether or not he is our Savior, because salvation is a gift, and if it’s a gift it must be both freely given and freely accepted. God always freely gives it, but only some freely accept it. That’s what faith is: accepting him, not just ideas about him. 

			And that acceptance, St. Paul says in this passage, has two parts because we have two parts, a soul and a body. This new life of God is both “in your mouth and in your heart,” St. Paul says. We must believe in our heart and soul and will and mind, and we must also confess with our mouth, with our body; we must live according to our faith, beginning with what we say and, of course, including also everything else that we do. Good works, the works of love, are what faith looks like from outside; belief is what it looks like from inside. Works are the fruit; faith is the root. “Faith without works is dead” (James 2:26). Living faith always produces good works, because it’s the very same thing, the life of God, that comes into our soul by faith and out by good works.

			The theology may sound complex, but the point is simple: God is love, and love means self-giving, so God wants to give us himself, a share in his own eternal life, forever. But love also respects the beloved’s freedom, so we have to freely accept the gift of himself. 

			We receive him first in Baptism, which is always connected with faith, either our own, if we were baptized as an adult, or that of our parents and of the Church, if we were baptized as infants. The consequence of that faith, that acceptance, that yes to God’s spiritual marriage proposal, is a kind of spiritual pregnancy: a new life in the womb of our souls; God’s own real presence in our souls and in our lives. 

			What began in Baptism and faith grows with every good work that we do, especially prayer and our reception of the sacraments, and especially the two ongoing sacraments of Confession and the Eucharist. 

			It’s a mystery, but it’s not complicated. The issue is simple. The issue is not faith alone versus faith plus good works; the issue is God or nothing, God or no God, yes or no to God’s marriage proposal. You’re not half married. It’s all or nothing. And the natural consequence of marriage is pregnancy. You’re not half pregnant either. If you’re pregnant, you have a new life in you—a life that’s not just your own. That’s true of our spiritual marriage to God too. 

			So if we’re married to God, let’s start acting like we’re married. Let’s confess it with our lips. Let’s wear our wedding ring publicly. Let’s not be ashamed of our faith. Our lips as well as our hearts are part of that marriage; our bodies as well as our souls; our works as well as our faith.

			Marriage changes your whole life. Marriage is a covenant: a solemn, faithful, total, exclusive, and permanent commitment, not just an institution, or a ceremony, or a legal arrangement, or a nice thing to do, or a feeling. What happens when you marry is that something really new appears: “The two shall become one flesh” (Mark 10:8; see Gen. 2:24). That doesn’t just mean sexual intercourse; it means that a new entity, a new reality, is created by marriage. The same is true of our spiritual marriage to God. The new entity is our new birth, our new life, the life of God in our soul. And just as the effect of natural marriage is pregnancy and children, the effect of this supernatural marriage is a kind of spiritual pregnancy and children, which are all the acts of love that are prompted by God’s Holy Spirit in us, beginning with our confessing with our lips, our telling the truth. St. Paul calls it “speaking the truth in love” (Eph. 4:15 RSV-CE). St. Thomas Aquinas says that telling the truth, leading others to the truth, is our primary act of love to our neighbor. 

			God’s supernatural life is like a good infection. It’s meant to spread. And it’s not spread by social distancing. 

			Gospel

			Luke 4:1–13	

			Filled with the Holy Spirit, Jesus returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit into the desert for forty days, to be tempted by the devil. He ate nothing during those days, and when they were over he was hungry. 

			The devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become bread.” 

			Jesus answered him, “It is written, 

			One does not live on bread alone.” 

			Then he took him up and showed him all the kingdoms of the world in a single instant. The devil said to him, “I shall give to you all this power and glory; for it has been handed over to me, and I may give it to whomever I wish. All this will be yours, if you worship me.” Jesus said to him in reply, “It is written: 

			You shall worship the Lord, your God, 

			and him alone shall you serve.” 

			Then he led him to Jerusalem, made him stand on the parapet of the temple, and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here, for it is written: 

			He will command his angels concerning you, to guard you, 

			and: 

			With their hands they will support you, 

			lest you dash your foot against a stone.” 

			Jesus said to him in reply, “It also says, 

			You shall not put the Lord, your God, to the test.” 

			When the devil had finished every temptation, he departed from him for a time.

				

			The Gospels are not myths, legends, or fairy tales. They are not hysterical fictions but historical facts, as described by eyewitnesses—firsthand in the case of Matthew and John, two of Jesus’ twelve Apostles, and secondhand in the case of Mark and Luke, who knew and talked to the Apostles. But none of the disciples were in the wilderness with Jesus when he was tempted by the devil, so how is this an eyewitness description? The answer is obvious: it must be from Jesus himself, who told the Apostles what had happened to him in the wilderness after it was over. That’s how it got into the Gospels. That makes it not more questionable than the things the four Gospel writers tell us but less questionable. If you can’t trust Jesus to tell you what really happened, who can you trust? 

			The Gospel tells us that Jesus was tempted by the devil. Really tempted. This was not a stage performance, a mask, a fake, a performance, a show. These were real temptations. The Letter to the Hebrews says that Jesus “had to be made like his brethren in every respect” and that “because he himself has suffered and been tempted, he is able to help those who are tempted” (Heb. 2:17–18 RSV-CE). It also says: “For we have not a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sinning” (Heb. 4:15 RSV-CE). To be sinless is not to be free from temptation. Adam and Eve were sinless before the fall, yet they were tempted.

			So what were these real temptations? 

			The first is obvious: he is very hungry, and the devil tempts him to break his fast. “The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak” (Matt. 26:41). “The flesh” is both body and soul. The body is physically weak, and the soul is spiritually weak and tempted to give in. Jesus didn’t.

			The third temptation (it’s the second one in Matthew’s version) is also pretty obvious. Jesus can get everybody to believe him if only he will use his miraculous power not just to heal a few dozen sick people and raise three dead people—miracles that not everybody saw—but to show everybody in Jerusalem who he was by a miracle no one could disbelieve: flying off the temple roof like Superman. In fact, he could have even done more than that: he could have hung around for two thousand years and healed everyone who ever entered any hospital without any medicines or surgeries. He could have performed a miracle a day and invited all the skeptical scientists in the world to investigate them. And that would pretty much convince everybody. Isn’t that why he came, to get everyone to believe in him? Succumbing to this temptation wouldn’t be just for himself, like the first one, turning stones into bread, but for others. So that was a more serious temptation. 

			But Jesus resisted it. He wants our faith and trust, not our forced belief. We have no freedom to disbelieve what we see. We can’t believe that the sun is not shining when we see that it is. But we do have the freedom to disbelieve and distrust Jesus’ offer of himself. God’s plan was to give us just enough evidence, just enough light to be adequate clues for those who really seek him, really want him, but not too much so that it would compel all unbelievers against their will. Because what he wants is not just our minds but our hearts, not just our grudging belief but our free choice to love and trust him. Romeo didn’t come to Juliet with a dozen psychologists and lawyers to prove to her that she should marry him.

			The second temptation in Luke’s account (the one Matthew puts last) was the most serious one of all. What could possibly tempt Jesus to bow down and worship Satan? Even you wouldn’t be tempted to do that. Only one thing, the one thing Satan has and Jesus doesn’t have: the souls of the damned. Jesus calls Satan “the ruler of this world” (John 14:30), the lord of the world; but the power and glory of all the kingdoms of the world that Satan dangles before Christ’s eyes is obviously not jewels and coins and political power but human souls, all the human souls that sold themselves into slavery to Satan and that Satan is keeping in hell forever. Jesus came to save everybody—St. Peter says that God does not wish “that any should perish but that all should come to repentance” (2 Pet. 3:9). So Satan is offering Christ this deal: If you do things your way, only some of your beloved children will be saved and I will keep some of them forever in hell. But if you do things my way—if you bow down to me and my will—I will release all those souls from hell and you will get what you most want: to save everybody, all these children you so dearly love. And that—universal salvation—would be the very best thing that could possibly happen, the greatest good in the world. So that was a real temptation to Christ. But the means to that end would be the worst sin, idolatry, worshiping a false God instead of the true God. So this is a temptation to let the good end justify an evil means, to be a moral relativist, a utilitarian, a pragmatist.

			That was a real temptation. What the devil appealed to was not any evil desire on Christ’s part, for he had none, but a very good desire, a loving desire. Doesn’t a very, very good end justify an evil means? Isn’t it right to do wrong sometimes? Are God’s Commandments really absolute? As the devil suggested to Eve in the Garden of Eden, “Did God really say never to disobey him? Is God really that unreasonable and uncompromising?”  (This interpretation of Jesus’ second temptation is original and unusual, but I think it is consistent with a literal reading of the temptations, for how could Jesus have been seriously tempted by the attractions of mere worldly political power if even most of his imperfect disciples like ourselves would have laughed this temptation to scorn?) 

			Of course, Jesus resisted the temptation and won the battle—for now. But the Gospel passage ends ominously. It says that after these three temptations the devil “departed from him for a time.” Only “for a time.” But he returned again, probably at the agony in the Garden of Gethsemane just after the Last Supper and just before Jesus’ arrest and trial and Crucifixion. What could have thrown Jesus into such agony that he sweated blood there in the garden? What made him ask his Father if it were possible to take this cup from him, to bypass the cross? I don’t think it was his lack of courage, his fear of physical pain. I’m not sure, but I suspect that it was the devil renewing this deepest of all temptations one more time by showing Jesus the result of not accepting this last offer—this opportunity to do what the devil tempted him to do in the last temptation in the wilderness, to bow to him so that he would open the doors of hell and let everyone out so that no one would go to hell, so Jesus could succeed in doing what his love wanted most of all—namely, that no one would go to hell, that all would be saved, all the souls of all his beloved children, whom he loved infinitely more deeply and heartrendingly and passionately than we love our children. That was an almost unimaginably powerful temptation, and one that threw the Son of God himself into terror in the garden.

			But Jesus knew that succumbing to this temptation was the devil’s will, not his Father’s will, so he said no. In Mel Gibson’s movie The Passion of the Christ, in the very first scene in the garden, as Jesus is praying in agony, he sees a snake creeping up to him. The instant he sees the snake, he crushes it, he stomps on it, he has no mercy toward it and no second thoughts, no hesitation. That’s what we all have to do with temptations: stop them at their very source, their very first beginnings, the very first thoughts. St. Paul says we must “take every thought captive in obedience to Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5). The poet writes, “Sow a thought, reap an act. Sow an act, reap a habit. Sow a habit, reap a character. Sow a character, reap a destiny.”

			Jesus resisted all temptations because he came into the world above all to do not his own will but his Father’s will. Jesus himself is our perfect preacher and practicer of the perfect prayer, which is “Thy will be done.” God’s commandments are absolutes. We are constantly tempted to soften these absolute demands, to change “commandments” into “values,” and “laws” into “ideals.” If we do a little evil, it seems, great good can come from it. The classic case is ten men on a lifeboat starving. If they kill and eat the flesh of one man, nine will survive; if they don’t, they will all die. What should they do? God’s answer is clear: “You shall not kill” (Exod. 20:13). Or if we satisfy the crowd’s demand for the crucifixion of this one innocent prophet, there will be no riot, but if we don’t, and we let Jesus go on rousing the rabble, there will be a riot and a revolt and the Romans will come and slaughter thousands of innocent people. That was the high priest’s rationalization for crucifying Jesus. No, the end does not justify the means. God is God; God’s will is absolute. We have our marching orders, and our Commanding Officer is infallible, and we must trust and obey. It’s very, very easy to understand it, but sometimes it’s very, very hard to do it. So we’re tempted to make it easier to do it by pretending that it’s harder to understand than it is.

			In the movie Silence, about the torture of the Jesuit martyrs in seventeenthcentury Japan, the priest who was captured was told to apostatize—that is, to publicly renounce his faith by trampling on an image of Christ—or else he would be tortured and killed. He resisted this temptation at first, even when he was tortured. But he couldn’t bear seeing other innocent Christians tortured, so he did apostatize, out of compassion for them. He did the wrong thing for the right reason. That is perhaps not as bad as doing the right thing for the wrong reason; for the reason, the motive, is important. But so is the act. And apostatizing is clearly the wrong thing to do. We can sympathize and empathize with the motive, but we cannot approve the deed. If we do, we give license to all hostage-taking and intimidation, all emotional coercion and extortion.

			Jesus refused all three temptations because he knew that all temptations come from the devil, even though most of them come through the devil using either the world or the flesh—that is, fallen human nature either outside or inside, publicly or privately, either from the evils in the world of society or from the weakness of our own flesh. 

			The three temptations of Christ correspond to the three sources of all our temptations too: the world (social approval from our pagan culture), the flesh (our fallen human nature’s weakness), and the devil himself (his desire to get us to worship him as our lord and to obey his will rather than God’s). We are at war, like it or not. Life is spiritual warfare, and we are commanded not to compromise with the enemy. We have real enemies, and Scripture identifies them clearly: “Our struggle is not with flesh and blood but with the principalities, with the powers, with the world rulers of this present darkness, with the evil spirits in the heavens” (Eph. 6:12). If that’s not true, if the devil is a myth, then Jesus is either a fool or a liar. For he believed in the reality of the devil. He knew the devil was real because he met him, and (as they say in the South) he “whupped” him.

		

	
		
			Second Sunday of Lent

			First Reading

			Genesis 15:5–12, 17–18	

			The Lord God took Abram outside and said, “Look up at the sky and count the stars, if you can. Just so,” he added, “shall your descendants be.” Abram put his faith in the Lord, who credited it to him as an act of righteousness. 

			He then said to him, “I am the Lord who brought you from Ur of the Chaldeans to give you this land as a possession.” “O Lord God,” he asked, “how am I to know that I shall possess it?” He answered him, “Bring me a three-year-old heifer, a three-year-old she-goat, a three-year-old ram, a turtledove, and a young pigeon.” Abram brought him all these, split them in two, and placed each half opposite the other; but the birds he did not cut up. Birds of prey swooped down on the carcasses, but Abram stayed with them. As the sun was about to set, a trance fell upon Abram, and a deep, terrifying darkness enveloped him. 

			When the sun had set and it was dark, there appeared a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch, which passed between those pieces. It was on that occasion that the Lord made a covenant with Abram, saying: “To your descendants I give this land, from the Wadi of Egypt to the Great River, the Euphrates.”

				

			This is a strange passage. The one thing that is clear in it is the beginning and the ending. In the beginning, God promises Abram (whose name he will soon change to Abraham) that his descendants will be as numerous as the stars. They will be God’s “chosen people,” the Jews. Abram is the first Jew. And at the end of this passage God adds the promise of Israel, “the promised land.” Israel means those two things: a people and a land, both chosen by God.

			Chosen for what? Chosen for the Messiah, for the Christ, for the Incarnation, which was to happen among this particular people and in this particular land. Like Judaism—and unlike other religions—Christianity is a concrete historical religion, not just an abstract religion of timeless truths and ideals. 

			We can find Jesus everywhere in the Old Testament, but not by name. The Old Testament must be read in light of the New, as the child is understood in light of the adult to come. And the New Testament must also be read in light of the Old—as the fulfillment of all the promises and symbols and hints there—as an adult can see his childhood as a preparation for his adulthood. 

			But what about all the strange sacrifices and the symbolism and the terrible mystical vision in the middle? Why a goat, a heifer, and a pigeon? Why cut in half? Why side by side? Why wait until darkness, chasing away the birds? Why was the darkness terrifying? What was the smoking fire pot and the flaming torch that suddenly appeared out of nowhere, miraculously floating in the air? And why did they pass between the two halves of the triple sacrifice? 

			If you were expecting a clear answer to all these questions, if you were expecting me to interpret this as a puzzle and to solve the puzzle for you, I have to disappoint you. I don’t know much more than you do. But I think we can learn something from our ignorance and from the very strangeness of this passage. In fact, I think we can learn three things. 

			First, the writers of Scripture told it like they saw it, whether they understood it or not. They were honest observers and reporters, not clever puzzle-makers. There are many details in the stories in the Bible that we don’t understand, just as there are in our own lives. John didn’t tell us what Jesus wrote on the ground after the Pharisees accused the woman of adultery and asked Jesus whether or not they should apply the Mosaic law which said to stone her to death (see John 8:3–11). Nothing comes of this little detail. It’s there for only one reason: because John saw it. 

			The second thing we can learn from our ignorance is that Scripture is deeper than our minds, so we should expect not to understand some things in it. If it was only an invention from the mind of our equals, from human minds, we could expect to understand everything in it. But although it is told by human writers, and shaped by them, they are only God’s instruments. It is providentially invented by God; it is the Word of God in the words of men; therefore, it must contain many mysteries. It’s like life itself that way. If we could clearly answer the question why God gives such and such a task, or such and such a suffering, to one person and not to another, we would be as wise as God. If we could answer the atheist’s strongest argument, the problem of evil, that would not be evidence for God but for atheism. But if there is a God whose mind is infinitely wiser than ours, then both Scripture and life are bound to contain many deep and dark mysteries. 

			The third thing we can learn from this strange passage is that the strangeness is itself instructive. God is strange, not familiar and ordinary. What God does often appears weird to us, just as what we do must often appear weird to our dogs and cats. For the distance between our minds and the minds of our pets is not as great as the distance between our minds and the mind of God. If you don’t find God strange, you don’t know God.

			“But,” you may say, “I thought God is love.” He is. That’s why he’s strange. What’s stranger than God loving us sinners so much that he does all these things for us—preparing a planet, evolving our bodies, creating our souls, planning our redemption, choosing the Jews and their land, sending prophet after prophet, saint after saint, even though we persecute and kill almost all of them (being a prophet is hardly profitable), and then finally sending his Son to suffer and die for us so that we could live with him forever in heaven? There are plenty of people we would not want to live with forever—how can God enjoy our company that much? The answer is that he is very, very strange. 

			Don’t be disappointed about that. You’d be bored with a pussycat God, but you’ve got a lion God instead. If you don’t think God is strange, don’t go to a pet store; go to a zoo, or an aquarium.

			Second Reading

			Philippians 3:17–4:1	
(or Philippians 3:20–4:1)

			Join with others in being imitators of me, brothers and sisters, and observe those who thus conduct themselves according to the model you have in us. For many, as I have often told you and now tell you even in tears, conduct themselves as enemies of the cross of Christ. Their end is destruction. Their God is their stomach; their glory is in their “shame.” Their minds are occupied with earthly things. But our citizenship is in heaven, and from it we also await a savior, the Lord Jesus Christ. He will change our lowly body to conform with his glorified body by the power that enables him also to bring all things into subjection to himself. 

			Therefore, my brothers and sisters, whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, in this way stand firm in the Lord.

				

			Today’s epistle is about something very close to you: your body. 

			There are three attitudes you can take to your body: you can despise it, you can worship it, or you can respect it. 

			You can say it has no value in itself and despise it as nothing more than a machine made of meat. 

			Or you can worship it as the most important thing in your life, as St. Paul says of some people (“Their God is their stomach”).

			Or you can respect it because it was designed in heaven, by heaven, and for heaven, like Christ’s body, which was shown in its heavenly glory in the Transfiguration, the story in today’s Gospel. 

			Those three attitudes are possible even on a purely secular level. You can ignore and neglect your body and its health. Or you can be so concerned about your bodily health that you get sick with worry: you can be a hypochondriac. Or you can see your body as St. Francis of Assisi did. He called it “Brother Ass,” “Brother Donkey.” That’s just right. No one either hates or worships a donkey. It’s clumsy and stubborn and disobedient. But the donkey that is our body is destined to be resurrected and transformed into a heavenly stallion.

			Christianity puts a very high value on the body. Christianity is not the same as spirituality. Many people today say they are “spiritual but not religious.” If “spiritual” means “not material” and “religious” means “relationship with God,” then Christianity is just the opposite of “spiritual but not religious”; it’s religious but not spiritual. People who say they are spiritual but not religious do not realize it, but those words are a good description of Satan. He is a pure spirit; he has no body and no respect for human bodies, including Christ’s body. And his only religion, his only relationship with God, is fear and hate. 

			Christianity is neither spiritualism nor materialism. Materialists make bodily pleasure their greatest good, their end, the ultimate meaning of their life. Lust is the most interesting form of this idolatry, but gluttony for food and drink, greed for money and power and possessions, and all sorts of addictions to the material things of this world are forms of materialism too. Just as the “spiritual” fail to respect the body, the materialist fails to respect the soul. They both separate body and soul in their thinking. But that’s what death does: it separates body and soul—not just in thinking but in fact.

			The third attitude to the body, the right one, is neither hate nor worship but respect—respect not just in the easy sense of taking account of it, as you take account of the weather, but a right response to its true value, which is immense. 

			The highest view of the human body is not the one that idolizes it, that says, blasphemously, “This is my body, my own body, and I am its Lord.” Rather, the highest view of the body is the one that says to God: “This is yours. My body and my soul are both yours.” 

			The most common rationalization for abortion is “This is my body.” A woman who explains her justification for killing her unborn son or daughter often uses the very same words as the priest who speaks in the name of Christ —offering his very body to the Father for our salvation—when he consecrates the Eucharist. Abortion is a kind of anti-Eucharist, in the same way as Dracula is a kind of anti-Christ, who takes the blood of his victim into his own body instead of giving his own blood to save others. As salvation is a kind of blood transfusion from Christ into us, Dracula is a satanic parody of this by a blood transfusion from us into himself.

			These are horrible thoughts. But the more wonderful a thing is, the more horrible its perversion can be, and vice versa. Christ’s revelation of the glorious heavenly destiny of the resurrected human body in his Transfiguration is a very wonderful thing. If today we saw our future selves in heaven, bodies glowing with glory like Christ’s body in the Transfiguration, we would probably be tempted to fall down and worship them. 

			Christ giving us his body on the cross and in the Eucharist is a very wonderful thing. As Tertullian said, “The flesh is the hinge of salvation.” Our salvation depends on Christ’s body! Sages and prophets and philosophers tried to save the world by giving us their mind, but Christ saved the world by giving us his body. The body is more sacred and serious in Christianity than in any other religion—both his body and our body. That’s why both of the perversions of it, by hating it and by worshiping it, are so serious and sacrilegious. The more potentiality anything has for good, the more potentiality it has for evil. An evil angel is more evil than an evil human. A smart and passionate human can be more evil and do more evil than a stupid and lazy human. An evil human is more evil than an evil animal. A bad lion is more bad than a bad worm. The principle is true even of plants. As Shakespeare puts it, “Lilies that fester smell far worse than weeds.”

			C.S. Lewis says that our bodies are given to us as ponies are given to children: if we learn to ride them, we will eventually ride greater horses, heavenly resurrection bodies which are to these bodies as stallions are to ponies. Riding is a good image: the good rider and the good horse are one, as the driver and the car are not. We don’t just have bodies; we are bodies, as we are souls. Forever. 

			Don’t get angry at your pony, but don’t let it wander wild of its own will either. Learn to ride. 

			Gospel

			Luke 9:28b–36	

			Jesus took Peter, John, and James and went up the mountain to pray. While he was praying his face changed in appearance and his clothing became dazzling white. And behold, two men were conversing with him, Moses and Elijah, who appeared in glory and spoke of his exodus that he was going to accomplish in Jerusalem. Peter and his companions had been overcome by sleep, but becoming fully awake, they saw his glory and the two men standing with him. As they were about to part from him, Peter said to Jesus, “Master, it is good that we are here; let us make three tents, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” But he did not know what he was saying. While he was still speaking, a cloud came and cast a shadow over them, and they became frightened when they entered the cloud. Then from the cloud came a voice that said, “This is my chosen Son; listen to him.” After the voice had spoken, Jesus was found alone. They fell silent and did not at that time tell anyone what they had seen.

				

			Here is what one of the three eyewitnesses to this miracle, St. Peter, said about it years later when he wrote his second epistle: “We did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to you the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we had been eyewitnesses of his majesty. For he received honor and glory from God the Father when that unique declaration came to him from the majestic glory, ‘This is my Son, my beloved, with whom I am well pleased.’ We ourselves heard this voice come from heaven while we were with him on the holy mountain” (2 Pet. 1:16–18).

			Some theologians say the story of the Transfiguration was a legend, a fable, a symbolism, a vision or dream, not a fact but a myth. But Peter, who was there, explicitly says the opposite: “We did not follow cleverly devised myths,” but “we had been eyewitnesses.” So it’s either what Peter said it was, an eyewitness account, or else it’s a deliberate lie. The one thing it can’t be is a myth, because if what Peter says is true, then it’s not a myth but a fact, and if what he says is not true, then it’s not a myth but a lie. 

			The Gospels are like that. They were either written by eyewitnesses or liars, but certainly not myth-makers. (Two of the Gospel writers were Apostles and firsthand eyewitnesses: Matthew and John. Mark and Luke knew the Apostles and repeated their eyewitness accounts.) If this miracle story was really only a myth and not a literal eyewitness account, then it was a deliberate lie for Peter to say it was not a myth but a literal eyewitness description. When the three-year-old asks Mommy or Daddy whether Santa Claus is real or only a story, the child is being more logical than the skeptical Scripture scholar who reduces the Gospels to myth. And if the parent’s answer is that Santa Claus is real, then the Santa Claus story becomes not a myth but a deliberate lie. By the same principle, to say miracle stories like this are myths is to say that they are deliberate lies, because they themselves say they are not myths.

			So what was really happening here on the mount of Transfiguration? Luke tells us: “They saw his glory.” They saw what was really there. This was not an inner vision or a dream—this was fact; this was what was really there. Jesus did not add a new glory in this appearance to his Apostles; he just took the blinders off their eyes to see him as he really was. 

			There is a similar story in the Old Testament about the prophet Elisha. The king of Syria sent an army of horses and chariots to capture and kill Elisha, and they surrounded the town of Dothan where Elisha was. “‘Alas!’ [the servant] said to Elisha. ‘What shall we do, my lord?’ Elisha answered, ‘Do not be afraid. Our side outnumbers theirs.’ Then he prayed, ‘O Lord, open his eyes, that he may see.’ And the Lord opened the eyes of the servant, and he saw that the mountainside was filled with fiery chariots and horses around Elisha” (2 Kings 6:15–17).

			Notice: God did not put into the young man’s mind or eyes this vision of the angel army of fiery horses and chariots; he simply opened his eyes to see what had been there already even when he hadn’t seen them. This is true of angels all the time, by the way: they are all over the place, doing their work of guiding us and guarding us, but we can’t see them. The same is true about Jesus’ Transfiguration: Jesus really is divine and glorious, but our eyes have to be opened before we can see this divine glory. That’s what God did on the mount of Transfiguration: he opened the eyes of Peter, James, and John so they could see Jesus’ heavenly glory. It was always there, but he had been hiding it before. 

			The same thing is happening in the Eucharist: Christ is really present, but we do not see him because he is hiding. That’s the word St. Thomas Aquinas uses in his hymn for Corpus Christi Sunday: “Adoro te devote, latens deitas.” “Latens” means “hiding.” Literally, “I adore you devoutly, deity who are hiding.” He is hiding from us to test and exercise our faith. He is hiding every day in all the events of our lives—in a different way, a different mode of presence, but a real one. He is hiding in every Christian soul. Mother Teresa loved to speak of finding Christ in the “distressing disguise” of the poor. The Jesuits love to speak of “finding God in all things” because he really is in all things, though invisibly. He is omnipresent but in different degrees—not as present in matter as in man, and not as present in unbelievers as in believers, and not as present in any man as in Christ. 

			What are we supposed to do with this vision of Christ’s heavenly glory on the mount of Transfiguration? God himself answered that question. Peter’s answer was real estate development: he thought they should build three chapels there. As Luke politely put it, “he did not know what he was saying.” Neither do the Scripture scholars who call this a myth. 

			So what’s the right answer? What’s the right interpretation? What’s the point? The right answer is God’s answer, and God’s answer was simple—and you don’t need a degree in theology to understand it: “This is my chosen Son; listen to him.” 

			So what part of “listen to him” don’t you understand?

		

	
		
			Third Sunday of Lent

			First Reading

			Exodus 3:1–8a, 13–15	

			Moses was tending the flock of his father-in-law Jethro, the priest of Midian. Leading the flock across the desert, he came to Horeb, the mountain of God. There an angel of the Lord appeared to Moses in fire flaming out of a bush. As he looked on, he was surprised to see that the bush, though on fire, was not consumed. So Moses decided, “I must go over to look at this remarkable sight, and see why the bush is not burned.” 

			When the Lord saw him coming over to look at it more closely, God called out to him from the bush, “Moses! Moses!” He answered, “Here I am.” God said, “Come no nearer! Remove the sandals from your feet, for the place where you stand is holy ground. I am the God of your fathers,” he continued, “the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of Jacob.” Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God. But the Lord said, “I have witnessed the affliction of my people in Egypt and have heard their cry of complaint against their slave drivers, so I know well what they are suffering. Therefore I have come down to rescue them from the hands of the Egyptians and lead them out of that land into a good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey.” 

			Moses said to God, “But when I go to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ if they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ what am I to tell them?” God replied, “I am who am.” Then he added, “This is what you shall tell the Israelites: I AM sent me to you.” 

			God spoke further to Moses, “Thus shall you say to the Israelites: The Lord, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of Jacob, has sent me to you. 

			“This is my name forever; 

			thus am I to be remembered through all generations.”

				

			The passage from Exodus for today’s Mass is, for religious Jews, the holiest passage in Scripture, because it contains the single profoundest and holiest word ever spoken, a word that is so holy that no Jew will ever speak it. The word is literally translated as the two English words “I Am.” It is God’s own eternal name.

			God has many names, some of them given to God by us and some given to us by God—Lord, Creator, Redeemer, Savior, Father, Comforter, Shepherd—but they all name our relationship to God or God’s relationship to us in history, in time. But this is the only time that God ever reveals his own eternal name, and says, “This is my name forever; / thus am I to be remembered through all generations.” It is so sacred that God says to Moses, “Remove the sandals from your feet, for the place where you stand is holy ground.” What is holy is not the ground itself, the geographical place, but what happens there, what is spoken there by God to Moses and, through him, to all the Jews, and through them, to all mankind.

			Some background is necessary to appreciate what’s going on in this story. Moses was rescued by Pharaoh’s daughter from Pharaoh’s genocide of all Jewish male babies and brought up as her adopted son in Egypt. When he saw an Egyptian murder one of his fellow Jews, Moses killed the Egyptian, so he was wanted for murder in Egypt. He fled into the desert, married the daughter of Jethro, and became a shepherd. The last thing he wanted to do was to go back to Egypt, where he was wanted for murder. When God appeared to him in the burning bush and gave him that mission, he tried to escape it, but he found that while he could escape Pharaoh, he could not escape God.

			Notice some significant details in the story. First, the text says it was “an angel of the Lord” that appeared to Moses in the burning bush. The angel speaks for God, with divine authority, so the same text also says that it was God who spoke to Moses. Similarly, in a story about Abraham being warned to get his nephew Lot out of Sodom before it was to be destroyed by fire, the same text says that three men visited Abraham, that they were three angels, and that it was God who spoke to Abraham. They looked like men, but they were really angels, and the angels spoke for God, with God’s authority. That time, there were three, signifying the three divine persons. This time, at the burning bush, there was only one, signifying the one divine being or substance.

			So the voice that called out to Moses from the bush was three things. First, it was a voice, a sound. Second, it was not just a sound but the voice of a person, a created spirit, an angel. And third, that angel was the messenger of God, the voice of God. So the text says that “God called out to him from the bush.” 

			Of course, God does not live in a bush. No one reading this text in Moses’ day would have thought that. People 3,500 years ago were much more profound and pious and poetic than we materialists and literalists are today. They lived with nature, not computers. With their inner eye, the eye of their heart, they intuitively read the great book of nature that God had invented. They didn’t have the human science that exactly measured and counted all the letters in that book. We know something they didn’t know, but they also knew something we don’t. We can learn something from each other. But what we can learn from them is more important than what they can learn from us. We can learn how to look along things and not just at them—to see them as signs and to read their significance.

			A second detail: Moses was not surprised to see a bush on fire. He was surprised because the bush, though burning, was not destroyed by the fire. What does this signify? That the fire of God, which is a divinely chosen symbol for the Holy Spirit, does not destroy the world that he moves in or the human souls that he comes to live in; he gives those souls not death but a new supernatural life. This fire of God is the opposite of ordinary fire: it destroys you more the more you run away from it and less the more you run into it. It is the fire of life, not the fire of death.

			That means that the burning bush is like baptized and believing Christians who have God’s Holy Spirit living in our souls. God was showing Moses what would happen to him if he obeyed God’s will and became an agent of God’s life, God’s fire: he would not be consumed.

			A third detail: Even though this fire does not consume the bush and would not consume Moses, God commands him to “come no nearer” and to “remove the sandals from your feet, for the place where you stand is holy ground.” The closer you get to God, the more you feel two opposite spiritual forces in you, like two tides, one incoming and one outgoing, an attraction and a repulsion, a love and a fear. This is God, so it is supremely lovable and desirable and joyful. But it is also dangerous and scary and fearful for the same reason: that this is God. Meeting God is like meeting a lion, not a kitten. This lion is good, not evil, but this goodness is more than we can take, more than we can endure in our present sinful state. If we saw the living God face-to-face right now, without any mediation, without any protection, we would probably just go up in smoke like a flea in a volcano. And if you are surprised to hear that, that means you don’t really know God very well. That’s not just me speaking; that’s all the great saints and prophets of God. God himself says, “No man can see my face and live” (Exod. 33:20). That’s why we need a Mediator, Jesus Christ, the God-man.

			The next point is that God reveals himself in two names, an old one and a new one. 

			First, he says, “I am the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of Jacob.” He is this God with a definite character, a personality: he is good and not evil, just and not unjust, merciful and not cruel. When he gave the Law to the Jews, he said that its purpose was to shape them in his likeness: “Be holy, for I, the Lord your God, am holy” (Lev. 19:2). 

			But he also gives Moses (and us) another name: not “I am this” but simply “I AM.” He does not finish the sentence and say, “I am this rather than that.” He simply says, “I AM.” What does that mean?

			The text gives us clues. One of them is that he calls this his eternal name. The other names name his relationship to us, to history, to time. 

			Another clue is the context. God is giving Moses a dangerous mission: go back to Egypt, where Pharaoh wants you dead, and confront Pharaoh and tell him, “Let my people go” (Exod. 5:1). Of course, God knows that Moses is not eager to do this job. So Moses is going to try to get out of it. And Moses is very smart. He knows that God has never revealed his own eternal name, his own essential name, his own unique, private name, and he thinks that God never will do that, because ancient peoples usually thought of names as unique personal identities—something like your credit card number or your social security number—so that if I get your name, “I’ve got your number,” and that means that I have power over you. Now, no man can have power over God, so God will never reveal his name. And if he doesn’t, how will the Jews in Egypt know that it was the one true God that spoke to Moses? They have no proof. They won’t follow Moses without that name, which is like the king’s private ring, his signet ring, one of a kind, like no other in the world, and with that ring the king seals his messages to show the world that they come from the king and from no one else because no one else has the king’s one-of-a-kind ring and seal and name. 

			So Moses thinks he has God in a dilemma. If God doesn’t give Moses his name, the Jews won’t believe Moses and Moses won’t be able to perform this mission; and if God does give Moses his name, Moses will get power over God, which is impossible.

			Nobody ever won an argument against God. Jesus’ Jewish opponents repeatedly tried to trap Jesus in dilemmas, and he always escaped them. “Is it lawful to pay the census tax to Caesar or not?” His answer: “Repay to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and to God what belongs to God” (Mark 12:14, 17). They were doing the opposite. “Teacher, this woman was caught in the very act of committing adultery. Now in the law, Moses commanded us to stone such women. So what do you say?” His answer: “Let the one among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her” (John 8:4–5, 7). This sent them all home. “Will the woman who had seven husbands have all seven in heaven or just one?” (see Mark 12:18–27). Neither.

			God answers Moses’ question “What is your name?” in a wholly new and surprising way. He says, “I AM,” and Moses waits for the next word, but it never comes. God’s social security number is not a number at all. It is infinity. God is not a being limited to this or that, but he is being itself. His being is not limited to existence in the form of an angel or a man or a universe, but he is unlimited being, as the theologians say. His very essence is existence. Everything else needs to receive existence from its Creator, but God has no Creator. He does not receive existence; he is existence. He is the Creator: he does not get existence; he gives existence.

			The word God uses to name himself is a single word in Hebrew, and we do not know how to pronounce it because ancient Jewish texts omitted all vowels and wrote only consonants, because it was a spoken language first and a written language only afterwards, as music is first the notes in the air, the sounds, the performance, and only secondly the notes on the page, the sheet music. Everyone knew how to say the words, so the writing was a kind of shorthand, omitting the vowels (perhaps because ink and paper were in short supply then). All we have are the four consonants, YHWH, and not the vowels. But this name, God’s own name, was so sacred that no Jew ever dared to try to pronounce it, and since the vowels were not written down, no one knows what they were because no one ever heard it except Moses. When pious Jews hear Christians guessing at the vowels and trying to pronounce God’s name, saying either “Jehovah” or “Yahweh,” they cringe at the unintended blasphemy and they say, “Those stupid Christians don’t understand our theology; they don’t know what they are doing.”

			That prohibition against saying God’s name wasn’t just a man-made invention, like a fanatical teenage fan of a famous rock star never washing her right hand because her favorite rock star once kissed it. This prohibition against anyone speaking the name was implied in the name itself. Any other name, like “Lord” or “Oscar” or “Beauty,” can be pronounced in the third person, referring to somebody else, like “he” or “she” or “it.” It can also be pronounced in the second person, when you are referring to the person you are speaking to, like “you.” But the name “I” can only be pronounced in the first person, referring to the speaker. So the only one who can truly say “I” is yourself. If God had revealed his name as “Oscar,” it would not be at all blasphemous to say “Oscar is great!” or “O thou great Oscar, I praise you!” But you can’t say “I AM is great” without claiming to be that “I AM.” You can’t say “O thou great I, I praise you” without praising yourself. And that’s not only egotism but blasphemy—claiming to be God. 

			So for a mere creature to say this name is to claim to be God, which is the ultimate blasphemy and the ultimate idolatry, the direct violation of what Jesus calls the first and greatest commandment, to adore God alone. That’s why, when Jesus pronounced this name in response to the Jews’ demand “Who do you claim to be?”—when he said, “Truly, truly I say to you, before Abraham was, I AM,” that word had not been spoken on earth for fifteen hundred years, since God himself spoke it to Moses from the burning bush. And since the Mosaic Law mandated the death penalty for deliberate blasphemy, as soon as the Jews heard Jesus speak that name and claim to be God, they picked up stones and tried to stone him (see John 8:31–59 RSV-CE). 

			Jesus’ claim to be God was the single most shocking word any human lips ever spoke in all of human history. It was either the supreme truth or the supreme insanity, the supreme good or the supreme evil. If the man who spoke it, and thus claimed to be God, was God, then everyone ought to worship him; if he was not God, then everyone ought to side with those who crucified him because he was the most blasphemous liar who ever lived. The one thing he couldn’t possibly be is just a good, sane, pious human being. He is either God incarnate or the devil incarnate. 

			Jesus not only escaped all our dilemmas, when his enemies posed them to him, but he posed to us the supreme dilemma: “Who do you say that I am?” (Matt. 16:15).

			That’s the challenge Jesus posed to us. The Church is our angel in the burning bush. She continues to speak the divine name, as Jesus did. When Fr. Smith says “this is my Body” at the moment of consecration, he speaks in the name of Jesus, in the first person singular. He doesn’t mean “this is Fr. Smith’s body.” That is the voice of God that you hear speaking those words. Fr. Smith merely lets God use his human tongue as his instrument. That moment is for us like the moment Moses heard the voice of God from the burning bush. At this moment in the Mass, we are in the presence of the burning bush, because we are in the presence of the one who said “I AM,” not just to Moses but to us as well. We are here in this church because we have heard that word, from that divine person, and we have believed it, and believed him, and we are responding to it, responding to him, to the eternal God who entered our time to give his life for ours. Our only response to this amazing gift is to give our life for him. 

			When we hear this word from our burning bush in the Mass, our response must be the same as Moses’ response: obedience. We have even more reason for obedience than Moses did because we know what this God did for us: he saved us not just from slavery and Egypt and Pharaoh but from sin and death and hell. Every time we look at a crucifix, we are looking at a sign that God gave us. The sign reads: “This is what I did for you. What will you do for me?”

			Second Reading

			1 Corinthians 10:1–6, 10–12	

			I do not want you to be unaware, brothers and sisters, that our ancestors were all under the cloud and all passed through the sea, and all of them were baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea. All ate the same spiritual food, and all drank the same spiritual drink, for they drank from a spiritual rock that followed them, and the rock was the Christ. Yet God was not pleased with most of them, for they were struck down in the desert. 

			These things happened as examples for us, so that we might not desire evil things, as they did. Do not grumble as some of them did, and suffered death by the destroyer. These things happened to them as an example, and they have been written down as a warning to us, upon whom the end of the ages has come. Therefore, whoever thinks he is standing secure should take care not to fall.

				

			The warning St. Paul gives us in this passage sounds harsh to us. That fact says more about us than about him or about his warning. For we are not in a position to judge God and his word. That’s exactly backward. He and it are in the position to judge us and our reaction to it. So let’s try to learn from our reaction to it—our natural reaction to the harshness of God’s punishments. For we so naturally feel the harshness, fearsomeness, negativity, and “bad news” of God’s severe punishments for sin when we meet them in Scripture—not just in this passage but hundreds, and even thousands, of passages in the Bible, in the New Testament as well as in the Old, in the teachings of Jesus as well as in the Mosaic Law. 

			Throughout the Bible, the one God, the same God, keeps telling us both bad news and good news, involving both justice and mercy, both punishments and forgiveness. We cannot separate these two halves of the message, because God does not separate them. We cannot take scissors and cut out all the passages from God’s Word that we don’t like and keep all the ones we do like. That would be to create a new religion, a religion that comes from us, not from God. That would be to play God, for us to judge God and not to let him judge us. And if we teach that new religion, the religion of a God without judgment and a humanity without sin, we are claiming to edit and correct God’s mail instead of delivering it intact. 

			That has to be our first choice. That determines everything else because that choice sets the standard for our judgment of everything else. Do we judge God’s Word, or do we let it judge us? 

			You might be thinking: I’m not trying to judge God, I’m just judging some of the passages in Scripture like these as unworthy of the God of love and mercy. My reply is that I, too, like you, believe in the God of love and mercy. But how do you know about this God of love and mercy? Where did you learn this great truth? From nature? Nature shows God’s power and intelligence but not his mercy. Nature is merciless. From conscience? Conscience, too, is merciless. It is uncompromising. It is hard as nails. In fact, we learned the amazing truth that God is love and mercy only from Scripture, especially from the New Testament and from the Gospels, and from the Church whose Apostles wrote the New Testament and whose bishops defined the canon of Scripture and whose teachers have taught the same thing from the beginning, for two thousand years. But the very same authority—the only authority that justifies our faith in the love and mercy of God—also teaches us about God’s justice and God’s just punishments for sins. 

			What we have to do with all this data is what a scientist has to do with his data—not to pick and choose what we like and dislike about it but to accept it all and try to combine it, reconcile it, fit it all in. The Church has always taught both parts, the bad news and the good news, because the Church has never claimed the authority to change, edit, and correct God’s mail. Will you claim more authority than the Church claims over against God?

			So let’s see how we reconcile the good news of God’s mercy and forgiveness with the bad news of God’s justice and punishment.

			God is both loving and just. He cannot violate either aspect of his eternal nature. What does it mean that God is just? It means that he does not call good evil or evil good; he does not treat good as if it were evil or evil as if it were good; he tells the truth about good and evil. So justice demands that evil be punished, not rewarded, and that good be rewarded, not punished. God cannot ignore justice because that would be to tell a lie—in fact, to tell a lie about himself!

			The fact that our religion claims that God is just constitutes the atheist’s strongest argument against our religion, for it seems that God is not just. He visits more sufferings on the saints than they deserve and gives more good things to bad people than they deserve. He lets bad things happen to good people and good things happen to bad people. We do not get justice; we do not get our just deserts in this world.

			The fact is true—we don’t. Not in this world. But that is a very good reason for believing “the rest of the story,” that there is a next world, a next life, in which everyone will get exactly what they deserve. Justice demands degrees of reward. The more saintly you are, the more you will be able to appreciate and enjoy God in the next life. The more open your heart is to God, the more of God’s life and joy and happiness you will be able to hold in your heart. That’s true even in this life. 

			That’s the justice of rewards. The other half of justice is the justice of punishment. Evil should not be rewarded, as that would violate justice. Evil should be punished. That’s why we are warned. That’s why in order to be saved we have to repent as well as believe. That’s the only reason there is a hell: because some choose to refuse to repent and believe. And we repentant sinners have to be sanctified as well as justified. That’s why there’s a purgatory. We have to learn from our mistakes, not just ignore them. 

			But what about love and mercy and forgiveness? How can those be reconciled with God’s justice and his “wrath”? Scripture speaks of “the wrath of God.” If God is love, how can God have wrath? “Wrath” means “hate.” But hate is the opposite of love. How can God be the opposite of himself?

			There is a clear answer. God’s wrath is directed to sins, not to sinners, and his love is directed to sinners, not to sins. God is not a hypocrite; he practices what he preaches: love the sinner, hate the sin. If the sinner repents of his sin, if he divorces himself from his sin, he is forgiven. God loves everyone and forgives every sin. The only sin that you can ever commit that God cannot forgive is the pride that refuses to confess, repent, and receive forgiveness. For forgiveness is a free gift. God gives it freely, but we also have to accept it freely. If not, we don’t get it. And that acceptance means that we confess it and repent, divorcing ourselves from our sins so that we can be married to God rather than divorcing ourselves from God so that we can be married to our sins. Our sins will necessarily be punished, destroyed, and burned to death in the garbage dump of hell. If we glue ourselves to our sins by refusing to confess and repent, we will go there too. If we dissolve that glue, if we repent and believe and accept God’s forgiveness, we are saved, we are forgiven—but not because God compromises his justice. He does not treat evil as if it were good. He does not lie and say “there’s nothing to forgive.” There is. And he does. 

			According to some of our pop psychologists, our greatest danger is a lack of self-esteem. That is the exact opposite of the truth. Was that Hitler’s problem? Did he lack self-esteem? Is the devil evil because he lacks self-esteem? Our greatest danger is not that we have too little self-esteem but that we have too much, like the Pharisees, and that we think we are good enough to go to heaven and so ask for justice instead of mercy at the Last Judgment. That is just about the stupidest thing we could ever do. 

			The wise philosopher Socrates said that there are only two kinds of people: the wise, who know they are fools, and the fools, who think they are wise. The Bible says something very similar: that there are only two kinds of people: the sinners who think they are saints, and the saints who know they are sinners. 

			Honesty and humility are the first and most necessary of virtues. Only if we admit we are sick will we go to the doctor. If not, we may die. Listen to what sweet and gentle Jesus says to the proud and self-righteous Pharisees: he said that he did not come for them, but only for sinners. “Those who are healthy do not need a physician, but the sick do. I have not come to call the righteous to repentance but sinners” (Luke 5:31–32). 

			In other words, Jesus is saying to you today: “If you say you are not sick, if you say you have no sin, then I’m not your savior, not your doctor. If you don’t open the door of your heart and let me into your soul, into your life, into your house, into every room of your life, even your bedroom, then I won’t come in and you won’t have me. I am a gentleman. I will not force myself upon you. I want your free love. I will not save you against your will. Indeed, I cannot do that, for a gift must be freely accepted as well as freely given. I cannot give you my grace and mercy and salvation unless you say no to your pride and admit your need for forgiveness and ask for it. All who seek will find. All who seek God and his forgiveness will find it, but those who will not seek it will not find it. And nothing can be worse than that: to die in unconfessed, unrepented, and unforgiven sin. Does this scare you? Good. I need to scare you. If you will not let me save you by appealing to your love, I will try to save you by appealing to your fear. I will stoop to conquer you. I will do anything to save you. Look what I did on Calvary. But you will not consent to my surgery if you do not believe my X-ray. You need a heart transplant—that’s the bad news. The operation is free—that’s the good news. But you will not believe the good news unless you believe the bad news. That’s why I tell you the bad news. I cannot lie to you.”

			That’s what God is saying to you today, not just through this reflection and not just through his holy Apostle Paul and all his other prophets but also through the personal prophet he gave you when he designed and created you; the prophet whose name is your conscience. Never, never, never ignore that prophet. He speaks in a still, small voice, but he speaks from deep down in the depths of your heart. Listen.

			Gospel

			Luke 13:1–9	

			Some people told Jesus about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mingled with the blood of their sacrifices. Jesus said to them in reply, “Do you think that because these Galileans suffered in this way they were greater sinners than all other Galileans? By no means! But I tell you, if you do not repent, you will all perish as they did! Or those eighteen people who were killed when the tower at Siloam fell on them—do you think they were more guilty than everyone else who lived in Jerusalem? By no means! But I tell you, if you do not repent, you will all perish as they did!” 

			And he told them this parable: “There once was a person who had a fig tree planted in his orchard, and when he came in search of fruit on it but found none, he said to the gardener, ‘For three years now I have come in search of fruit on this fig tree but have found none. So cut it down. Why should it exhaust the soil?’ He said to him in reply, ‘Sir, leave it for this year also, and I shall cultivate the ground around it and fertilize it; it may bear fruit in the future. If not you can cut it down.’”

				

			Like St. Paul’s words in today’s epistle, Jesus’ words and parable in today’s Gospel are designed as a solemn warning to us. If we do not reform, if we do not turn away from our sins, if we do not repent and bear the fruits of repentance in our lives, we will die—not physically but spiritually, which is far worse. 

			God does not give each of us what we deserve in this life: the Galilean martyrs Jesus referred to and the eighteen who were killed by the falling tower were no better or worse than those who were spared. 

			Life is unfair. But the next life is not unfair. We pray, “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” We pray that because it is needed, because God’s kingdom has not yet come and because God’s will is not done on earth as it is in heaven. If it were, earth would become heaven. There are no injustices in heaven. There are plenty of injustices on earth. That’s why there has to be a heaven: because God is just, and justice must triumph in the end. So must love and mercy, but not by ignoring or violating justice. 

			No one is perfectly good or perfectly evil in this life. There’s a little good in the worst of us and a little bad in the best of us. All the saints say that: that they too are sinners. Sin is like dirt: we are all partly clean and partly dirty. But if we deliberately choose the dirt, if we love the dirt, and if we die in that state, with that desire, if our will is to get dirtier, then that’s what will happen to us forever. And if we choose to wash off the dirt, if we love good and not evil and hate sin and not sanctity, if we repent and confess our sins and reform our lives, then we will also get what we most deeply want: to be clean, not dirty. 

			That’s why God installed a very important little washroom in this big church building—namely, the sacrament of Confession, or Reconciliation. And that’s also why many of us, probably most of us, will also have to take a painfully hot shower in the heavenly shower room called purgatory, to make us totally clean for the heavenly banquet table by washing away all our sinful habits and desires. But we will want it. It will be a good pain. Like the sacrament of Confession is here.

			Jesus’ parable about the fruitless fig tree is meant to give us both hope and fear: hope for the second chances that God gives us throughout our lives—chances to reform our lives—and fear that these second chances cannot last forever. In the parable, the gardener persuaded the owner to give his fig tree one more year to produce fruit, after which it would be cut down. We don’t know whether we have a decade or a day left in this world, but we know that there must come a time when our time is up. The time for bearing fruit is now, today. 

			Why must we bear fruit? Because God demands it. Like a good father, God is easy to please but hard to satisfy. God is not a patsy. God is not our grandfather. God is our Father. God wants to make all his kids into what he will be proud of. He loves us so much that he will not stop interfering and bothering us until he has made us into saints.

			Jesus’ parable of the fig tree in today’s Gospel is similar to his more famous parable of the sower sowing the same seed on different soils. In the parable, some of the soils produced no life, no growth, no fruit at all because the ground was rocky, or thorny, or because the seeds were eaten by the birds. But some seeds bore fruit—some a little bit, some a lot, and some in between. Each of us is either one of the three kinds of unfruitful soil or one of the three kinds of fruitful soil. Either we do not grow and produce any good fruit at all, and just die; or we grow and produce a little fruit, or a lot, or something in between. 

			The practical takeaway from both parables of growing plants is that nothing is more important than to be sure you have that life in you, that the seed God planted in your soul is alive and growing—and if it is, to make it grow more and more, not less and less. 

			That will make an eternal difference. For in heaven not everyone will be the same: justice demands that different degrees of goodness be rewarded with different degrees of rewards. Justice demands that. It’s as unjust to treat different people the same as to treat the same people differently. It’s just as much a part of justice to give different rewards to different merits as it is to give the same rewards to the same merits; to give As to A students and Cs to C students and Fs to F students, not Cs to everyone. And heaven is just. Everyone will be equally satisfied with their rewards in heaven, though they won’t get equal rewards. The more saintly you are, the more you will be able to appreciate and enjoy heaven. That’s even true here: the better you are, the more you enjoy goodness. The old nuns used to use this analogy: Think of your soul as a milk bottle. In heaven, God fills every bottle so that everyone is totally satisfied. But pint bottles can only hold a pint of milk, while quart bottles hold a quart, and gallon bottles hold a gallon. That’s justice. It’s also love and mercy and grace—because God gives us the milk. 

			Luther taught that we are saved by faith alone. The Bible explicitly denies that. James says in so many words that we are not saved by faith alone and that “faith without works is dead” (James 2:26). Faith can’t save you if it’s dead, any more than Jesus can save you if he’s dead. Good works are necessary for the same reason Jesus’ Resurrection is necessary—because what’s dead can’t give you life. 

			We are not saved by good works alone any more than we are saved by faith alone. We cannot simply work our way into heaven so as to deserve it; we cannot pile up enough good works to buy our way in. It’s God’s free gift of his love to us which we allow to happen by our free gift of our faith, hope, and love to him. We do good works not to get into God’s heaven but because heaven’s God has got into us.

			Would you really want it any other way? Would you want fruitless plants in your garden? No. And God doesn’t either.

		

	
		
			Fourth Sunday of Lent

			First Reading

			Joshua 5:9a, 10–12	

			The Lord said to Joshua, “Today I have removed the reproach of Egypt from you.” 

			While the Israelites were encamped at Gilgal on the plains of Jericho, they celebrated the Passover on the evening of the fourteenth of the month. On the day after the Passover, they ate of the produce of the land in the form of unleavened cakes and parched grain. On that same day after the Passover, on which they ate of the produce of the land, the manna ceased. No longer was there manna for the Israelites, who that year ate of the yield of the land of Canaan.

				

			What is the point of this simple historical event? Three things are happening at the same time, and the point seems to be the coming together of those three things. 

			First, God has removed from his chosen people Israel what he calls “the reproach of Egypt”—that is, their slavery—and they are now finally a free people in their own land. Slavery is a natural symbol for sin because all sin is a slavery, an addiction. We are all sinaholics. Their freedom is a natural symbol of salvation. And this happens to us, as it happened to them, in three stages. First, God saves us from slavery to sin, which is symbolized by Egypt. Next, he gets us through this vale of tears, which is our purgatory, in this life and / or in the next, which is symbolized by the wilderness. And finally, he gets us to heaven, which is symbolized by the Promised Land of Israel. 

			This is a symbolic interpretation of the historical events of what God did for his chosen people, the Jews. It’s appropriate because it doesn’t deny the literal history but sees a deeper divinely designed meaning in it. The Bible narrates historical events, like those in today’s reading, but these events can be symbolic too, because history is his-story, history is a kind of book. Events are like words: they do not just exist; they mean something. 

			So do the things in nature. We can see God’s hand in both nature and history. You could say that God wrote three books: nature, history, and Scripture. Nature’s words are not letters but things, like rain and sunlight and galaxies. And history’s words are not letters but events. We can read all three kinds of books. Animals can’t. A dog can’t read the words in a book. He can see them, but he can’t read them. He can look at them, but he can’t look along them to the meanings they symbolize. But we can. A dog also can’t read the events, either in the history of the world or in their own lives and histories, as meaningful. To the dog, the events just happen; they don’t mean anything. But we can see meanings in them; we can see God speaking to us in them. A dog also can’t read the things in nature as revealing a God of great intelligence, power, and beauty. But we can. We can look along words, events, and things and see God in all of them. 

			We don’t want to read symbolic meanings into literal events in Scripture—we don’t want to insert our own ideas into the text—but we do want to read symbolic meanings out of them, to find the meanings that are there, the meanings God intended in them. The justification for seeing symbolic meanings in the literal historical events in the Bible is that God can write with things and events, while we can only write with words. We can only invent words to symbolize things and events, but God can invent things and events to symbolize other events, since he is the author of both nature, through creation, and history, through divine providence. History is “his story.” We are the characters, and he is the author. 

			Since God writes the story of salvation history, not with words only but also with events, that means that the historical events of salvation history are both literal and symbolic. They really happened in the material world, and they are also designed to symbolize, point us to, and teach us about the spiritual world. Thus, Moses symbolizes Christ, the exodus symbolizes salvation, Pharaoh symbolizes the devil, Egypt symbolizes hell, the Red Sea symbolizes death, crossing the Red Sea symbolizes resurrection, the wilderness symbolizes purgatory, and the Promised Land symbolizes heaven. The parallels are not a coincidence. 

			The second thing that happens in this passage is that the Israelites celebrate this new thing, the entering of the Promised Land, by celebrating an old thing, the Passover. God commanded them to celebrate the Passover every year until the end of time. Thus, they join the present to the past. In their collective memory, the past lives again. Thus, what happened in the past is remembered and re-presented. Like marriage, it happens not just on the wedding day but every day. It is not merely remembered in the mind, but it is repeated, chosen, and affirmed in the will and in the heart. 

			The third thing that happens is that they get new food, the food of this new land, not the old food, either the food of Egypt or the manna that God gave them to eat on their long wilderness journey between Egypt and the Promised Land. The manna stops. 

			As the Passover joins the present with the past, this new food joins the present with the future. God is saying to them, in effect, “Today is the first day of the rest of your life”; and this rest of their life was going to be very different from both the slavery in Egypt and the painful, long journey through the wilderness. This new life is symbolized by the new food. Food naturally symbolizes life, since it sustains life; in a sense, food is life: “You are what you eat.” And since the Promised Land symbolizes heaven, the new food in the Promised Land symbolizes the food of heaven, the “bread from heaven.” And we know what that is. The “bread from heaven” is Christ himself, the spiritual food we eat in the Eucharist (John 6:31–35). 

			The bread the Israelites ate in Egypt was leavened, but the bread they ate in the Passover, which freed them from Egypt, was unleavened. Leaven is yeast, which is bacteria, which is put into dough to make bread rise. Jesus and St. Paul both use leaven as a symbol for the old life of sin, which we must learn to live without, to purge away. Our new life is to be like Passover bread, matzahs, which is unleavened bread. 

			Thus Jesus said to his disciples, “Beware of the leaven—that is, the hypocrisy—of the Pharisees” (Luke 12:1). Hypocrisy insinuates itself into the life of the hypocrite and multiplies, just as leaven does in dough. 

			Hypocrisy hides from the light of truth because truth and honesty kill hypocrisy as intense light kills bacteria. That’s why criminals prefer darkness and fear light. All our sins are criminals, and we are their victims. They steal from us our holiness and our happiness. 

			How do we deal with them? With light. With honesty. Sins scatter like cockroaches when we shine the light of truth on them, when we are honest, when we stop hiding, and when we stop lying to ourselves and stand in the light and practice the presence of God. That’s why we must offer our thoughts to God as well as our deeds. 

			St. Paul writes to the Corinthians: “Do you not know that a little yeast leavens all the dough? Clear out the old yeast, so that you may become a fresh batch. . . . Let us celebrate the feast not with the old yeast, the yeast of malice and wickedness, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth” (1 Cor. 5:6–8). Sincerity and truth is the light that kills the bacteria of hypocrisy and darkness. 

			The most powerful light we can use, especially during Lent, is the one God has given us: the sacrament of Confession. Lent is a perfect time for this sacrament, this cleansing light. Lent comes at the beginning of spring, because it is designed to be a spring cleaning of our lives, a time for cleaning out the old leaven, the old sins, the bad bacteria that still infect us. 

			All times are good times for that, of course, not just Lent; but Lent is a special time that reminds us that all times are times for cleaning, just as sacred things in general remind us of the sacredness of all things. Sacred times and places and things remind us that all times and places and things are sacred because God is in all times and places and things. We need the sacred not to escape the secular but to insert into it the good leaven of light instead of the old leaven of darkness. 

			Both light and darkness, both honesty and dishonesty, both charity and egotism are like opposite leavens, because they are habits that spread into all areas of our life as leaven spreads into all of a pile of dough. Christ is like leaven, like a good infection. We clean out more of the bad infection, or the bad leaven, every time we go to Confession, and we add more of the good infection, the good leaven, every time we receive Holy Communion. 

			Second Reading

			2 Corinthians 5:17–21	

			Brothers and sisters: Whoever is in Christ is a new creation: the old things have passed away; behold, new things have come. And all this is from God, who has reconciled us to himself through Christ and given us the ministry of reconciliation, namely, God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting their trespasses against them and entrusting to us the message of reconciliation. So we are ambassadors for Christ, as if God were appealing through us. We implore you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God. For our sake he made him to be sin who did not know sin, so that we might become the righteousness of God in him.

				

			When St. Paul writes, in today’s epistle, that “whoever is in Christ is a new creation,” he means that literally. Creation means to make something radically new, something that simply was not in existence before. The Hebrew word for “creation,” the word  bara, designates an act that only God can do. The word does not exist in any other ancient language, because no other ancient people believed that anyone, even a god, could make something totally, radically new—that is, make something out of nothing. No matter how “creative” we are, we cannot make something totally new; we can only re-form, re-shape, re-make something old, whether matter or spirit. We can’t make new matter or new spirit. But God can. When God puts a share in his own life into our soul in Baptism, he does not merely reform us; he recreates us. That’s why Jesus uses the image of being born again, or born from above, for that new creation. And that’s why David prays, in Psalm 51, “A clean heart create for me, O God” (Ps. 51:12). 

			In a non-political sense, there is no one who is more progressive and creative, less merely conservative, than God. He says, at the end of the book of Revelation, “Behold, I make all things new” (Rev. 21:5). St. Paul, too, in today’s epistle, says, “New things have come.” This totally new source of life in us, God’s own Holy Spirit, will change everything in our lives, not just one compartment called religion. He says he will in the end make “a new heaven and a new earth” (Rev. 21:1)—that is, a new universe—and he is the Author who is even now making new characters to live their new life, their new plot, in that new setting. The new characters are us.

			St. Paul uses four words to describe his mission in its relation to that new divine deed. They all refer to what we call “evangelization.” (This concerns all of us because evangelization is a duty for all Christians, not just those we usually call evangelists.) First, it is a ministry. That means a service. To minister is to help, to serve, to be a servant. All Christians are servants; none are masters. The pope is not our master but our servant. His title is “the servant of the servants of God.” Second, it is a ministry of reconciliation. We are reconcilers, mediators, peacemakers between man and God. God does the reconciling, but we “minister” or “administer” it. The third word he uses is “message.” It’s news, “good news,” truth, fact. The word for “messenger” is “angel.” God calls us all to do what the angels do, even though God knows we’re not angels. Fourth, he says we are “ambassadors for Christ,” and he uses the words “appealing” and “imploring,” which are the opposite of threatening or coercing. 

			If we are Christ’s ministers and he does the work of reconciliation, how does Christ reconcile us to God? One way of expressing it (there are many more) is the way St. Paul puts it in the last verse: “For our sake he made him [that is, Christ] to be sin [that is, to bear the punishment of sin, the punishment justice demands for sin] who did not know sin, so that we might become the righteousness of God in him.” It is a great exchange: he got what we deserved so that we could get what he deserved. It’s like the prison chaplain going to the electric chair in place of the condemned murderer. He who was holy took upon himself what our sins deserved and gave us the reward his holiness deserved. And this was not just a legal transaction—what lawyers call a paper transaction. It took place not on paper but on wood—the wood of the cross. It really happened. He changed everything. He opened the gates of heaven for us and closed the gates of hell.

			The Bible does not tell us exactly how that happened, the spiritual technology, so to speak; and different theologians have different theories as to just how that worked. But the thing itself is not a theory but a fact, a reality, an event. It really happened. We don’t have to know the “how,” just the “what” and the “who.” We don’t have to know how the surgeon will operate to save our life; we just have to know that he will and who he is: we have to get the right surgeon. There is only one surgeon who can do this operation, who can give us a new heart, a heart transplant. And he does it with wounded, bloody hands. 

			Gospel

			Luke 15:1–3, 11–32	

			Tax collectors and sinners were all drawing near to listen to Jesus, but the Pharisees and scribes began to complain, saying, “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them.” So to them Jesus addressed this parable: “A man had two sons, and the younger son said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of your estate that should come to me.’ So the father divided the property between them. After a few days, the younger son collected all his belongings and set off to a distant country where he squandered his inheritance on a life of dissipation. When he had freely spent everything, a severe famine struck that country, and he found himself in dire need. So he hired himself out to one of the local citizens who sent him to his farm to tend the swine. And he longed to eat his fill of the pods on which the swine fed, but nobody gave him any. Coming to his senses he thought, ‘How many of my father’s hired workers have more than enough food to eat, but here am I, dying from hunger. I shall get up and go to my father and I shall say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I no longer deserve to be called your son; treat me as you would treat one of your hired workers.”’ So he got up and went back to his father. While he was still a long way off, his father caught sight of him, and was filled with compassion. He ran to his son, embraced him and kissed him. His son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you; I no longer deserve to be called your son.’ But his father ordered his servants, ‘Quickly bring the finest robe and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. Take the fattened calf and slaughter it. Then let us celebrate with a feast, because this son of mine was dead, and has come to life again; he was lost, and has been found.’ Then the celebration began. Now the older son had been out in the field and, on his way back, as he neared the house, he heard the sound of music and dancing. He called one of the servants and asked what this might mean. The servant said to him, ‘Your brother has returned and your father has slaughtered the fattened calf because he has him back safe and sound.’ He became angry, and when he refused to enter the house, his father came out and pleaded with him. He said to his father in reply, ‘Look, all these years I served you and not once did I disobey your orders; yet you never gave me even a young goat to feast on with my friends. But when your son returns who swallowed up your property with prostitutes, for him you slaughter the fattened calf.’ He said to him, ‘My son, you are here with me always; everything I have is yours. But now we must celebrate and rejoice, because your brother was dead and has come to life again; he was lost and has been found.’”

				

			This parable is probably the most famous and beloved of all parables. I’d like to explore why.

			It’s known as the parable of the prodigal son, but he’s not the character who breaks our hearts and makes us weep. Nor is it the jealous and self-righteous older brother. Neither of the two brothers is the character who surprises us and tells us something shocking, something amazing. We all know people like the two sons. In fact, we all have temptations to be like both of them, both kinds of sinners: hot and rebellious and unrighteous, or cold and proper and self-righteous. And sometimes a little of both. We are all sons of Adam and daughters of Eve. As a parable of sin and repentance, this parable is a good mirror for seeing ourselves. But that is not surprising. 

			The older brother is paradoxically more at risk than the younger because his behavior is more proper and less obviously sinful than his brother’s. But that’s a lesson most of us know. Most of us are aware of the danger of self-righteous Pharisaism and of the paradox that sometimes the heart of the well-behaving person is harder and further from God than the heart of the badly behaving person and further from the first step to holiness that the prodigal son did take—namely, repentance. Some sins are easy to see, like the younger brother’s, and some are less easy to see, like the older brother’s. But I think most of us understand that and see the irony in the comparison between the two brothers. 

			What is striking and surprising in this parable is the third and most important figure, the father. Jesus clearly meant this parable for that purpose: to show us not just who we are (one of the two brothers) but also who God is. It’s hard enough to know who we are—we are very good at fooling ourselves—but it’s much harder to know who God is until he reveals himself in Christ, who is the mirror image of God the Father. When Philip said to Jesus, “Show us the Father, and that will be enough for us,” Jesus replied, “Have I been with you for so long a time and you still do not know me, Philip? Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:8–9). Like Father, like Son.

			What is not surprising or shocking, to any intelligent and honest mind, is that God is not only all-powerful and all-knowing but also all-good, all-righteous, all-just. No one who believes in one supreme God thinks of God as a criminal or a liar or a sneak. But sometimes it’s hard for us to believe that God is so forgiving and merciful that he seems almost crazy; that he goes so far beyond justice into love that he is as ready with his forgiveness even for our worst sins as was the father in this story; that (as the saints say) it is impossible to commit a sin greater than God will forgive if we are sincerely repentant—that is news, and truly amazing news; news that is good beyond all hope. 

			What a father this is! First, his son insults him by demanding his inheritance to finance his running away from him. This is, in effect, saying, “Father, I wish you were dead so I could have your money. Can I have it now so I don’t have to wait to be happy?” Then, he simply leaves this generous father, who has loved him and been generous to him all his life, without regret or even a word of gratitude. What a stupid son this is! Then he wastes all his money on prostitutes and so messes up his life that to survive he has to take the lowest job in the world, feeding pigs garbage; and the pigs he feeds have more food than he has. He has lowered himself lower than the lowest of animals. He is in danger of starving. Finally, he goes home, not because he loves his father but simply to survive. And he does not expect much from his father. The best he can hope for is employment as a servant. 

			That’s the sad state of the sad soul. And what is the state of soul of the father? Pure, total, nonjudgmental, infinite, heartfelt love. Look at this telling detail: when the son comes home, where is the father? Waiting for him, scanning the road so that even when his son is a long way off he spots him. He’s not working on the farm or taking care of his house and his servants; he is where his heart is, with his son, on the road. He has probably lit a lantern in the window of his house every single night. His prayers and tears probably never stopped since his son left. His son could leave his father’s house but he couldn’t leave his father’s heart, no matter how far away the son traveled. The father simply could not say, “Out of sight, out of mind.” He cannot forget his son. His heart is broken. 

			Can we break the heart of God? Yes we can, because ever since the Incarnation, God has a human nature as well as a divine nature. Jesus Christ is totally human and totally divine, and we break his human heart whenever he sees us harming ourselves by sin—in fact, much more, not less, than any human parent’s heart is broken by seeing their children in trouble.

			When his son returns, the father’s joy is as great as his former sorrow. He does not just smile and shake his hand and say he’s glad to see his son. He falls on his son’s neck, embraces him, and weeps with joy. He gives the biggest gift, the biggest feast that he can. And that is what our Father in heaven will do for us, too, when we return to him and enter heaven.

			We sometimes think that God can’t suffer. But he can, because God is love, and in its human form love always suffers, because love means giving your heart to another. If you want to avoid suffering at all costs, then the stupidest thing you can possibly do is to love someone, to give your heart to someone, because it will certainly be broken, many times, in many ways. But without love and without the sufferings that love brings, we are not completely human. The only completely human heart is a heart that has been broken, that allows itself to be broken, that chooses to be broken. To love completely is to choose to be vulnerable. And God’s love is not less complete than ours. If you think of God’s love as a cool, proper, dutiful philanthropy instead of a beating heart and a burning fire, if you think God has no heart, then please think again in light of what Jesus himself says. Our loves are compared to his as matches are to the sun.

			God does not fall in and out of love as we do, because God is love—totally, unchangeably, and eternally. To think that God falls in love is like thinking that the sea can get wet or that the sun can get sunny. Falling in and out of love as we do is halfway between being less than human and being more than human, halfway between no love and infinite love, halfway between something that cannot love, like a rock or a number, and something that cannot not love, which is God.

			When Jesus ascended to heaven, he did not leave behind his human nature, his human heart, and his human love. The Ascension was not the undoing of the Incarnation. 

			It’s true that God the Father does not become incarnate and does not suffer as we do. But God the Son does. And as the Creed says, Christ is “true God from true God.” It is the same love, the same divine love, the same perfect and infinite love, that is both eternal and suffers no change in the Father and that is also human and temporal and therefore does suffer change in the Son, who is fully human as well as fully divine. So if you think God cannot suffer, you forget that Christ is God and Christ suffers.

			And he suffers for you, because of you. What do you think he was suffering there in the Garden of Gethsemane before his arrest and trial and Crucifixion? What brought out that bloody sweat and his plea to the Father to take this mission away from him if possible? I think it was the realization that despite all that he was about to do, many of us would remain prodigals and never come home and accept his love; some of his infinitely beloved children would not achieve salvation. The Bible clearly says that God does not wish “that any should perish but that all should come to repentance” (2 Pet. 3:9). But God does not get what he wants there, because some of us (no one knows how many, nor should we dare to try to guess) will freely choose not to bend the knee and say “thy will be done” but insist on singing “I did it my way” to the bitter end. How much sorrow does this cause in God? Well, take the sorrow it would cause in you if you knew that you will never see in heaven the person you love the most. Now multiply that love by infinity and its pain by infinity, which is the difference between God and you, and you now have a description of the heart of God. Jesus shows us that heart in this parable when he shows us the heart of the father of the prodigal son. You make him happy with every good choice you make, every good deed you perform, every act of love that you do; and you make him sad with every evil choice and deed and act of lovelessness. 

			Make your Daddy happy. Come home. Again and again. Every time you leave.

		

	
		
			Fifth Sunday of Lent

			First Reading

			Isaiah 43:16–21	

			Thus says the Lord, 

			who opens a way in the sea 

			and a path in the mighty waters, 

			who leads out chariots and horsemen, 

			a powerful army, 

			till they lie prostrate together, never to rise, 

			snuffed out and quenched like a wick. 

			Remember not the events of the past, 

			the things of long ago consider not; 

			see, I am doing something new! 

			Now it springs forth, do you not perceive it? 

			In the desert I make a way, 

			in the wasteland, rivers. 

			Wild beasts honor me, 

			jackals and ostriches, 

			for I put water in the desert 

			and rivers in the wasteland 

			for my chosen people to drink, 

			the people whom I formed for myself, 

			that they might announce my praise.

				

			The prophecy from Isaiah in today’s Old Testament reading is about the Messiah. It first recounts the great miracles God had worked in Jewish history and then says that these are almost not worth remembering compared to the new thing he is about to do with the Messiah: “See, I am doing something new! Now it springs forth.” 

			All the Jews knew that there would come a Messiah, “the anointed one,” God’s greatest prophet, who would bring “the kingdom of God” or “the kingdom of heaven” to earth; but no one expected him to be what he was when he came: not just a great man but God’s own eternal Son. And no one expected that the crown of this kingdom’s king would be made of thorns or that his throne would be a cross. 

			 Jesus shattered absolutely every expectation of him, every theory about him, every image and concept of him. He was radically new. The author of Ecclesiastes famously griped, “Nothing is new under the sun” (Eccles. 1:9). Christ refuted him. What was truly, completely new under the sun was the appearance of the One who had created the sun. 

			Jesus is always new, always a surprise. Almost the last thing he said in the New Testament, in the last chapter of the last book, was these words: “Behold, I make all things new” (Rev. 21:5). And he will continue to do that in heaven. Heaven will not be boring. Heaven will have something new for us every day, because God is infinite and inexhaustible. God is always new, forever new. No one can ever exhaust infinity.

			Throughout the Old Testament, God prepared his chosen people for this new thing, the Messiah, with new miracles that no one had ever seen before, to teach his people to expect the unexpected and apparently impossible because “for God all things are possible” (Matt. 19:26). He sent ten plagues to defeat the world’s greatest nation, Egypt, for the sake of his people, who were slaves. He parted the Red Sea for them. He conquered the Promised Land for them, defeating all the superior forces of thirty-one of the kings of Canaan with a ragged rabble of desert nomads inferior in arms and numbers. In the desert, he brought water out of rocks. He collapsed the walls of Jericho for them. Yet all of these miracles were nothing compared with the one he is about to do, the miracle of the Incarnation, the miracle of Jesus, the God-man, the immortal mortal, the God who was in the beginning getting a beginning in Mary’s womb, the one who cannot suffer or die suffering and dying on the cross. No one came even close to expecting any of that. 

			The lesson: Don’t ever try to figure God out in advance. He is utterly unpredictable. His mind, his wisdom, his plans, and his providence are as far beyond the powers of our mind to anticipate and comprehend as the mind of a bug is to ours. 

			And so is his love.

			Second Reading

			Philippians 3:8–14	

			Brothers and sisters: I consider everything as a loss because of the supreme good of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have accepted the loss of all things and I consider them so much rubbish, that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having any righteousness of my own based on the law but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God, depending on faith to know him and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings by being conformed to his death, if somehow I may attain the resurrection from the dead. 

			It is not that I have already taken hold of it or have already attained perfect maturity, but I continue my pursuit in hope that I may possess it, since I have indeed been taken possession of by Christ Jesus. Brothers and sisters, I for my part do not consider myself to have taken possession. Just one thing: forgetting what lies behind but straining forward to what lies ahead, I continue my pursuit toward the goal, the prize of God’s upward calling, in Christ Jesus.

				

			Paul was a Roman citizen, a very rare political and social privilege. His teacher was Gamaliel, whom the Jews considered the greatest rabbi of the century. That was a very rare educational privilege. He was also a Pharisee, and said of himself that “in righteousness based on the law I was blameless” (Phil. 3:5–6). That was a very great moral privilege. Yet all these legal and educational and even moral privileges and prizes and plusses and perks, especially the greatest one, his own righteousness as judged by the Law—all this he considers as “rubbish” compared with his knowing Christ. 

			The key word in this passage is the word the New American Bible translates as “rubbish.” That makes it sound like a proper British snob word. The word in Greek is actually skubala, which is not a snob word but a slob word. It’s the Greek s-word. The old King James Version dared to translate it literally, as “dung.” There it is, right in the Bible. It’s a deliberately shocking word for Paul to apply to the highest social privilege, Roman citizenship; the highest educational privilege, education by Gamaliel; and the highest moral achievement, being “a Pharisee of the Pharisees,” the most perfect righteousness of life as judged by the strictest and severest Pharisaical interpretation of the world’s highest moral law, the law of God’s greatest prophet, Moses. In inspiring St. Paul to use that s-word for all of these very good things, God knew and intended it to shock us. To remove the shock and change it to a polite word is not an act of piety but of propriety. 

			Calling them skubala is not an insult to these good worldly things. If all these things had only a little value, like money, pleasure, and power, the point would not be so shocking. It is shocking precisely because these things are the greatest things man can ever achieve on his own according to the highest laws of human society, education, and morality. Yet Paul compares them to Christ as he would compare skubala to gold. Compared with being “in Christ,” having his eternal divine life in your soul, the very best and highest earthly life is skubala. Compared to Christ, everything is almost nothing.

			The highest righteousness or sanctity we can attain on our own is nothing compared with the righteousness of Christ, which we have in us by faith and Baptism. Faith and Baptism actually insert us into Christ, into his Mystical Body. “Faith” here does not mean merely “belief.” It’s not just a change in our ideas but in our very nature. St. Paul writes: “Whoever is in Christ is a new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17). A new creation! David prays, in Psalm 51, “A clean heart create for me, O God” (Ps. 51:12). It’s not just a new lifestyle but a new life. God alone can create new life. And when that new life is in you, it will produce a new lifestyle much more powerfully than you can, because God is doing it. 

			Paul defines the difference between his old righteousness and his new righteousness very clearly by his contrast between “taking hold of . . . the prize” (which he says he has not yet done) and first being “taken possession of by Christ Jesus.” His point is that we don’t get to heaven by trusting in our own righteousness, standing on our own accomplishments. The Democrat Ed Muskie, campaigning for president before some Republican farmers in Iowa back in the sixties, found himself out in the open fields without a platform to stand on, so he hopped up onto the only high seat he could find, which was a John Deere manure spreader, and began: “This is the first time I’ve ever given a Democratic speech from a Republican platform.” (The Republicans laughed at that joke too.) 

			Don’t stand on your own righteousness. Nobody is good enough to deserve heaven; we all need grace. When you stand before God at the Last Judgment, please don’t ask for justice, because that’s asking for hell. Ask for mercy, because that’s asking for heaven. 

			If you don’t believe that, ask the woman who was caught in adultery in today’s Gospel. She’ll tell you the same thing St. Paul tells you because they both met the same Jesus.

			Gospel

			John 8:1–11	

			Jesus went to the Mount of Olives. But early in the morning he arrived again in the temple area, and all the people started coming to him, and he sat down and taught them. Then the scribes and the Pharisees brought a woman who had been caught in adultery and made her stand in the middle. They said to him, “Teacher, this woman was caught in the very act of committing adultery. Now in the law, Moses commanded us to stone such women. So what do you say?” They said this to test him, so that they could have some charge to bring against him. Jesus bent down and began to write on the ground with his finger. But when they continued asking him, he straightened up and said to them, “Let the one among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.” Again he bent down and wrote on the ground. And in response, they went away one by one, beginning with the elders. So he was left alone with the woman before him. Then Jesus straightened up and said to her, “Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?” She replied, “No one, sir.” Then Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn you. Go, and from now on do not sin any more.”

				

			Nobody ever won an argument with Jesus.

			The strongest form of argument is a dilemma. A dilemma gives you only two options. You are free to choose between the two “horns of the dilemma” but whichever one you choose, you’re impaled on the horn, you lose. For instance, Jesus once gave the Pharisees this dilemma:  “‘Was John’s baptism of heavenly or of human origin?’ They said among themselves, ‘If we say, “Of heavenly origin,” he will say, “Then why did you not believe him?” But shall we say, “Of human origin?”’—they feared the crowd, for they all thought John really was a prophet” (Mark 11:30–32). So their only option was to take the coward’s way out and say “we do not know,” which is like taking the Fifth Amendment: “I refuse to answer on the grounds that it may incriminate me.” But that very refusal incriminates them.

			In today’s Gospel, the scribes and Pharisees pose a dilemma to Jesus. The woman had been caught in the act of adultery. There was no question about the fact. The question is, Do we stone her to death or not? Moses, God’s greatest prophet, commanded us to do that. What do you say? Do we obey Moses and stone her, or do we disobey Moses and not stone her? Either way they’ve got Jesus. If he says yes, then Jesus is contradicting his own teaching about forgiveness and mercy. He’s also violating Roman law, since the Romans did not give the Jews the right of capital punishment. If he says no, then he’s contradicting Jewish law and telling them to disobey the law that God himself gave to them through Moses. And if Jesus refuses to answer, that makes him a coward or a loser who’s admitting that he has no answer.

			Jesus answers them in two ways: first by deed and then by a word. 

			The deed is to ignore them and write something in the sand. John does not tell us what he wrote. Why, then, did he put that detail in? It does not help move the story forward. It does not teach us anything. It does not answer his accusers’ dilemma. If John invented this story, why didn’t he invent words for Jesus’ writing in the sand? The only possible answer is that he put it in even though he didn’t understand it because he saw it happen. That’s one of the many little details that show that the Gospels are eyewitness descriptions of historical events, not myths or fables or allegories. Their style is very different from the style of all the myths. Myths are vague “once upon a time” fairy tales. The Gospels give us specific times and places, dates and names, and kings and priests and prophets that are historical and literal. If the Gospels are fiction, then four first-century peasants all invented the radically new literary genre of realistic fantasy nineteen centuries before Tolkien; in fact, they wrote the very best fantasy ever invented. And all four invented the same fantasy, and all of them were persecuted and tortured for teaching it, and none of them ever admitted that it was only a fantasy. To believe that fantasy, you have to be a German theologian with two PhDs.

			Perhaps what Jesus wrote in the sand were names—and that’s what made them all go home.

			Or perhaps his act of writing in the sand was an act of playing. Maybe it was his way of putting their question into perspective. The question that his accusers saw as a matter of life or death was to him no more difficult than child’s play in a sandbox. 

			Then come his words, his answer to their dilemma: “Let the one among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.” That is not an evasion of their dilemma. They were evading the real question. The real question was themselves—their own hearts and motives, their own sins. The adulteress was a mirror of their own sins. But instead of seeing themselves in that mirror, they shut their eyes. Jesus opened them with his answer. That’s why his answer was exactly the opposite of an evasion. It was a destroying of their evasion. 

			Whenever Jesus is questioned, his answer turns the situation around so that he becomes the questioner and his questioners become the ones who are questioned. On another occasion, when they put to him the dilemma “Is it lawful to pay the census tax to Caesar or not?” his answer, “Repay to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and to God what belongs to God” (Matt. 22:17, 21), did the same thing: it turned the situation around; it incriminated them for giving divine honor to Caesar and only human honor to God. They were like many people today who are religious about politics and political about religion, who have a religiously passionate commitment to politics, whether to the donkey or to the elephant, and a politically pragmatic commitment to religion. 

			The fact that Jesus always reverses the situation like that, the fact that no one ever pins him down and he always pins them down, is one of the evidences for Jesus’ divinity. In the Old Testament, whenever God appears, he does that: he reverses the situation so that he becomes the questioner, while the one who questions him becomes the questioned. For instance, in the book of Job, Job asks God: Why have you done this to me? Why have you let me suffer so much? You know I don’t deserve this. You know I’m not the wickedest man in the world, as my three so-called friends say. Why do you let bad things happen to good people? What kind of justice is that? And when God does show up in the end and answers Job, his answer is in the form of questions: Where were you when I created the world and planned out the story of your life? Were you there advising me about the script of the story? I didn’t notice you among my angels. When St. Catherine of Siena asked God the two most important of all questions—namely, “Who are you?” and “Who am I?”—God answered in four words: “I’m God; you’re not.” 

			When the Pharisees hear his answer, they all go home, beginning with the oldest and wisest, for they realize that they are now the ones being questioned. Jesus is implicitly giving them his dilemma: Do they say they have no sin or not? If so, they are the world’s biggest fools or liars. If not, they have no right to cast stones. They now understand that they are standing under the question, not standing over it. That standing-under God’s question is the very first step in under-standing. 

			What question? The question they are being asked is the same question God asked Job: Who are you? That’s the question God will ask each one of us when we die: Who are you? Show me everything in your soul. If I see my Son there, I will know you and welcome you to heaven, for you are family. 

			Jesus then answers not only them but also the woman. His answer to her was twofold. First, he says, in effect, “Since none of your accusers dares to judge you and accuse you, since they all realize that they are sinners too, I do not judge you and accuse you either—even though I have no sin and have the right to judge you and accuse you.” 

			Everybody applauds that first part of his answer, but they often forget the second part, which is just as important and just as authoritative and comes from the same divine lips: “Go and sin no more.” Forgiveness is not indifference. He does not say, “There is nothing to forgive.” There is. He does not say, “Don’t worry about it.” She must. He not only loves the sinner but also hates the sin, precisely because he loves the sinner. He knows how harmful sin is and how costly forgiveness is. He will have to pay for her sins, and he knows how costly that payment will be, on the cross.

			Forgiveness always costs something. When we forgive a debt, we lose some money because we have less money left to pay our creditors. If you owe me a thousand dollars and I forgive you, you don’t have to pay me but I still have to pay those who are to me what I am to you. To forgive is a form of sacrifice. It’s not easy or cheap. Divine forgiveness is costly. You can actually see the cost. It’s on every crucifix.

		

	
		
			Holy Week

		

	
		
			Palm Sunday of the Lord’s Passion: 
Readings at the Mass

			First Reading

			Isaiah 50:4–7	

			The Lord God has given me 

			a well-trained tongue, 

			that I might know how to speak to the weary 

			a word that will rouse them. 

			Morning after morning 

			he opens my ear that I may hear; 

			and I have not rebelled, 

			have not turned back. 

			I gave my back to those who beat me, 

			my cheeks to those who plucked my beard; 

			my face I did not shield 

			from buffets and spitting. 

			The Lord God is my help, 

			therefore I am not disgraced; 

			I have set my face like flint, 

			knowing that I shall not be put to shame.

				

			This prophecy is clearly about Christ’s Passion, but there is one point in it that is hidden, and we may not notice it. (One point is enough for a very short reflection on this day when our Gospel is so long.) It is that Christ’s public disgraces and public sufferings—being beaten, having his beard painfully plucked, and having his face buffeted and spit upon—are not what they seem to be and not what those who inflict them mean them to be. They seem to be shameful. Christ’s torturers are trying to inflict not just personal pain but also public shame and disgrace. They are, in fact, doing no such thing. Isaiah the prophet, divinely inspired, sees the future and shows us the suffering Christ saying to us, “The Lord God is my help, / therefore I am not disgraced.” Notice the “therefore.” Being on the Lord’s side changes everything. Whoever is on the Lord’s side, whoever is doing his will, is never disgraced but always graced. Sometimes the grace comes in the form of joy, and sometimes it comes in the form of suffering. Suffering is not a disgrace. Martyrdom is not a disgrace. Being hated by evil men is not a disgrace. It is an honor. Being hated by good men is a disgrace. So is being loved by evil men. Being old and wrinkled and in a wheelchair and having cancer or dementia is not “life unworthy of life.” That was the term the Nazis used to label all the people with mental and physical disabilities to justify killing them. We often do that very same thing today, but politely, and cleanly, in hospitals, by men and women in white coats who went to medical school, not in gas chambers and concentration camps. We call it “mercy killing” or euthanasia. Iceland recently bragged that there was not a single person with Down syndrome in the entire country: every single one of them had been aborted. In America, 90 percent of Down syndrome babies are aborted. The philosophy behind mercy killing, at either end of life—the beginning, in the womb, or the end, in a bed—is that it is disgraceful to live when your suffering is great and your powers are few. It is a lie. If it were true, then Jesus was a disgrace and a fool.

			It all comes down to a simple question: Is society the standard for judging God or is God the standard for judging society? 

			We are not disgraced by our sufferings. We are graced. 

			Second Reading

			Philippians 2:6–11	

			Christ Jesus, though he was in the form of God, 

			did not regard equality with God 

			something to be grasped. 

			Rather, he emptied himself, 

			taking the form of a slave, 

			coming in human likeness; 

			and found human in appearance, 

			he humbled himself, 

			becoming obedient to the point of death, 

			even death on a cross. 

			Because of this, God greatly exalted him 

			and bestowed on him the name 

			which is above every name, 

			that at the name of Jesus 

			every knee should bend, 

			of those in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 

			and every tongue confess that 

			Jesus Christ is Lord, 

			to the glory of God the Father.

				

			Today’s epistle gives us the most important basics of Christian theology. The most central and important truth in Christianity, and the one that clearly distinguishes all Christians from all non-Christians, is about who Jesus is.

			First of all, he is, St. Paul says, “in the form of God”—that is, the nature of God, the essence of God. Jesus has the same divine nature as God the Father. He is equal to the Father in all things: equally perfect in every way, equally eternal, equally all-loving, all-knowing, and all-powerful. 

			Second, St. Paul says, “[He] did not regard equality with God / as something to be grasped” and held onto, but he “emptied himself” of his divine prerogatives. He humbled himself and willingly became a mortal man—and not a lord or a king but a servant, even a slave. He performed a slave’s work when he washed his disciples’ feet (John 13:1–10).

			He did not abolish his divine nature, but he added a human nature to himself, the human nature that was given to him by his human mother, Mary. This included a human body, a human soul, and a human “personality’’ that comes across sharply and clearly in the Gospels.

			But although he has a human “personality,” he is a divine person, the second person of the Trinity. He is not a human person who also has a divine nature and a divine personality but a divine person who also has a human nature and a human personality. 

			Jesus had no human father, but he had a human mother. And he had no divine mother, but he had a divine Father. He got his temporal human nature from Mary and his eternal divine nature from God the Father. His human nature had a beginning in time and an end in time, for he was born and died. His divine nature is eternal, without any beginning or end. 

			This is the most fundamental, central, and distinctive doctrine of the Christian faith, the Incarnation: that the eternal, divine Son of God the Father became a mortal man. The Creator became a creature. The same single person is both the eternal Creator who has no beginning and no ending and also a temporal creature, born of Mary, who died and resurrected. 

			How is that possible? “For God all things are possible” (Matt. 19:26). Something a little bit like that is even possible for man. Human moviemakers like Alfred Hitchcock or M. Night Shyamalan did something like that: they put themselves into their own movies as one of their characters, so that the same single person has two natures: he is both the transcendent creator of the whole movie and one of the actors in the movie.

			So if even a human moviemaker can do that, can be both transcendent and immanent, both creator and creature, God certainly can do it too. Yet the Incarnation is the most incredible, amazing, astonishing, and surprising thing that ever happened.

			Why did he do it? Out of love. Love was both its beginning and its end, both the motive that impelled him and the purpose he achieved—namely, to save us from our sins. That’s what love does, and that’s what love is: love is not a feeling; love is a choice and a deed. Jesus Christ is the definition of love. The description of love in 1 Corinthians 13—the most famous chapter in the Bible, which is often read at weddings—is a description of Jesus Christ.

			This “emptying” of himself for us, this humbling and becoming our servant and our Savior, is not a compromise of his divine glory; it is his glory, for love is the greatest glory. St. Paul says that it was because of this humbling love that “God greatly exalted him / and bestowed on him the name which is above every name, / that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend . . . and every tongue confess that / Jesus Christ is Lord, / to the glory of God the Father.” Even more than the divine power shown in his miracles, the divine love shown in his death is the mark of his lordship. When he was dying on the cross, his enemies said, “‘If you are the Son of God . . . come down from the cross.’ . . . [They] mocked him and said, ‘He saved others; he cannot save himself. So he is the king of Israel! Let him come down from the cross now, and we will believe in him’” (Matt. 27:40–42). But that was precisely why he did not come down from the cross: because he was the Son of God and the King of Israel. His divinity was revealed most perfectly in his love, not his power.

			He could have done many more miracles and won the whole world with power, but He didn’t. He used miracles only to teach us, not to compel us. His greatest and most divine glory was not his power but his love, not his miracles but his death. He simply gave himself, gave everything, gave every drop of his blood to us, out of love. That love, not his miracles, is the supreme mark of his divinity, the supreme proof that he is the Lord.

			The three-word formula “Jesus is Lord” was probably the first and shortest Christian creed. Every Christian believes that Jesus is Lord; if you do not believe that, you are not a Christian. And no non-Christian believes that Jesus is Lord, only that Jesus is a good man, a wise man; if they believed that Jesus is Lord, they would be Christians. So this is the great dividing line, the truth that divides all mankind: that Jesus is Lord. Paradoxically, it is his lordship that divides mankind, and it is his love that unites mankind, yet his love is the surest sign of his lordship.

			Gospel

			Luke 22:14–23:56	

			When the hour came, Jesus took his place at table with the apostles. He said to them, “I have eagerly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suffer, for, I tell you, I shall not eat it again until there is fulfillment in the kingdom of God.” Then he took a cup, gave thanks, and said, “Take this and share it among yourselves; for I tell you that from this time on I shall not drink of the fruit of the vine until the kingdom of God comes.” Then he took the bread, said the blessing, broke it, and gave it to them, saying, “This is my body, which will be given for you; do this in memory of me.” And likewise the cup after they had eaten, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which will be shed for you. 

			“And yet behold, the hand of the one who is to betray me is with me on the table; for the Son of Man indeed goes as it has been determined; but woe to that man by whom he is betrayed.” And they began to debate among themselves who among them would do such a deed. 

			Then an argument broke out among them about which of them should be regarded as the greatest. He said to them, “The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them and those in authority over them are addressed as ‘Benefactors’; but among you it shall not be so. Rather, let the greatest among you be as the youngest, and the leader as the servant. For who is greater: the one seated at table or the one who serves? Is it not the one seated at table? I am among you as the one who serves. It is you who have stood by me in my trials; and I confer a kingdom on you, just as my Father has conferred one on me, that you may eat and drink at my table in my kingdom; and you will sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel. 

			“Simon, Simon, behold Satan has demanded to sift all of you like wheat, but I have prayed that your own faith may not fail; and once you have turned back, you must strengthen your brothers.” He said to him, “Lord, I am prepared to go to prison and to die with you.” But he replied, “I tell you, Peter, before the cock crows this day, you will deny three times that you know me.” 

			He said to them, “When I sent you forth without a money bag or a sack or sandals, were you in need of anything?” “No, nothing,” they replied. He said to them, “But now one who has a money bag should take it, and likewise a sack, and one who does not have a sword should sell his cloak and buy one. For I tell you that this scripture must be fulfilled in me, namely, He was counted among the wicked; and indeed what is written about me is coming to fulfillment.” Then they said, “Lord, look, there are two swords here.” But he replied, “It is enough!” 

			Then going out, he went, as was his custom, to the Mount of Olives, and the disciples followed him. When he arrived at the place he said to them, “Pray that you may not undergo the test.” After withdrawing about a stone’s throw from them and kneeling, he prayed, saying, “Father, if you are willing, take this cup away from me; still, not my will but yours be done.” And to strengthen him an angel from heaven appeared to him. He was in such agony and he prayed so fervently that his sweat became like drops of blood falling on the ground. When he rose from prayer and returned to his disciples, he found them sleeping from grief. He said to them, “Why are you sleeping? Get up and pray that you may not undergo the test.” 

			While he was still speaking, a crowd approached and in front was one of the Twelve, a man named Judas. He went up to Jesus to kiss him. Jesus said to him, “Judas, are you betraying the Son of Man with a kiss?” His disciples realized what was about to happen, and they asked, “Lord, shall we strike with a sword?” And one of them struck the high priest’s servant and cut off his right ear. But Jesus said in reply, “Stop, no more of this!” Then he touched the servant’s ear and healed him. And Jesus said to the chief priests and temple guards and elders who had come for him, “Have you come out as against a robber, with swords and clubs? Day after day I was with you in the temple area, and you did not seize me; but this is your hour, the time for the power of darkness.” 

			After arresting him they led him away and took him into the house of the high priest; Peter was following at a distance. They lit a fire in the middle of the courtyard and sat around it, and Peter sat down with them. When a maid saw him seated in the light, she looked intently at him and said, “This man too was with him.” But he denied it saying, “Woman, I do not know him.” A short while later someone else saw him and said, “You too are one of them”; but Peter answered, “My friend, I am not.” About an hour later, still another insisted, “Assuredly, this man too was with him, for he also is a Galilean.” But Peter said, “My friend, I do not know what you are talking about.” Just as he was saying this, the cock crowed, and the Lord turned and looked at Peter; and Peter remembered the word of the Lord, how he had said to him, “Before the cock crows today, you will deny me three times.” He went out and began to weep bitterly. The men who held Jesus in custody were ridiculing and beating him. They blindfolded him and questioned him, saying, “Prophesy! Who is it that struck you?” And they reviled him in saying many other things against him. 

			When day came the council of elders of the people met, both chief priests and scribes, and they brought him before their Sanhedrin. They said, “If you are the Christ, tell us,” but he replied to them, “If I tell you, you will not believe, and if I question, you will not respond. But from this time on the Son of Man will be seated at the right hand of the power of God.” They all asked, “Are you then the Son of God?” He replied to them, “You say that I am.” Then they said, “What further need have we for testimony? We have heard it from his own mouth.” 

			Then the whole assembly of them arose and brought him before Pilate. They brought charges against him, saying, “We found this man misleading our people; he opposes the payment of taxes to Caesar and maintains that he is the Christ, a king.” Pilate asked him, “Are you the king of the Jews?” He said to him in reply, “You say so.” Pilate then addressed the chief priests and the crowds, “I find this man not guilty.” But they were adamant and said, “He is inciting the people with his teaching throughout all Judea, from Galilee where he began even to here.” 

			On hearing this Pilate asked if the man was a Galilean; and upon learning that he was under Herod’s jurisdiction, he sent him to Herod who was in Jerusalem at that time. Herod was very glad to see Jesus; he had been wanting to see him for a long time, for he had heard about him and had been hoping to see him perform some sign. He questioned him at length, but he gave him no answer. The chief priests and scribes, meanwhile, stood by accusing him harshly. Herod and his soldiers treated him contemptuously and mocked him, and after clothing him in resplendent garb, he sent him back to Pilate. Herod and Pilate became friends that very day, even though they had been enemies formerly. Pilate then summoned the chief priests, the rulers, and the people and said to them, “You brought this man to me and accused him of inciting the people to revolt. I have conducted my investigation in your presence and have not found this man guilty of the charges you have brought against him, nor did Herod, for he sent him back to us. So no capital crime has been committed by him. Therefore I shall have him flogged and then release him.” 

			But all together they shouted out, “Away with this man! Release Barabbas to us.”—Now Barabbas had been imprisoned for a rebellion that had taken place in the city and for murder.—Again Pilate addressed them, still wishing to release Jesus, but they continued their shouting, “Crucify him! Crucify him!” Pilate addressed them a third time, “What evil has this man done? I found him guilty of no capital crime. Therefore I shall have him flogged and then release him.” With loud shouts, however, they persisted in calling for his crucifixion, and their voices prevailed. The verdict of Pilate was that their demand should be granted. So he released the man who had been imprisoned for rebellion and murder, for whom they asked, and he handed Jesus over to them to deal with as they wished. 

			As they led him away they took hold of a certain Simon, a Cyrenian, who was coming in from the country; and after laying the cross on him, they made him carry it behind Jesus. A large crowd of people followed Jesus, including many women who mourned and lamented him. Jesus turned to them and said, “Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for me; weep instead for yourselves and for your children, for indeed, the days are coming when people will say, ‘Blessed are the barren, the wombs that never bore and the breasts that never nursed.’ At that time people will say to the mountains, ‘Fall upon us!’ and to the hills, ‘Cover us!’ for if these things are done when the wood is green what will happen when it is dry?” Now two others, both criminals, were led away with him to be executed. 

			When they came to the place called the Skull, they crucified him and the criminals there, one on his right, the other on his left. Then Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, they know not what they do.” They divided his garments by casting lots. The people stood by and watched; the rulers, meanwhile, sneered at him and said, “He saved others, let him save himself if he is the chosen one, the Christ of God.” Even the soldiers jeered at him. As they approached to offer him wine they called out, “If you are King of the Jews, save yourself.” Above him there was an inscription that read, “This is the King of the Jews.” 

			Now one of the criminals hanging there reviled Jesus, saying, “Are you not the Christ? Save yourself and us.” The other, however, rebuking him, said in reply, “Have you no fear of God, for you are subject to the same condemnation? And indeed, we have been condemned justly, for the sentence we received corresponds to our crimes, but this man has done nothing criminal.” Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” He replied to him, “Amen, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise.” 

			It was now about noon and darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon because of an eclipse of the sun. Then the veil of the temple was torn down the middle. Jesus cried out in a loud voice, “Father, into your hands I commend my spirit”; and when he had said this he breathed his last. 

			Here all kneel and pause for a short time. 

			The centurion who witnessed what had happened glorified God and said, “This man was innocent beyond doubt.” When all the people who had gathered for this spectacle saw what had happened, they returned home beating their breasts; but all his acquaintances stood at a distance, including the women who had followed him from Galilee and saw these events. 

			Now there was a virtuous and righteous man named Joseph who, though he was a member of the council, had not consented to their plan of action. He came from the Jewish town of Arimathea and was awaiting the kingdom of God. He went to Pilate and asked for the body of Jesus. After he had taken the body down, he wrapped it in a linen cloth and laid him in a rock-hewn tomb in which no one had yet been buried. It was the day of preparation, and the sabbath was about to begin. The women who had come from Galilee with him followed behind, and when they had seen the tomb and the way in which his body was laid in it, they returned and prepared spices and perfumed oils. Then they rested on the sabbath according to the commandment.

				

			Today’s wonderful and terrible Gospel is very long, and it leaves us time only for a mercifully short reflection. Here it is. Its single question is this: As you read this story, where do you see yourself in it? 

		

	
		
			Holy Thursday

			First Reading

			Exodus 12:1–8, 11–14	

			The Lord said to Moses and Aaron in the land of Egypt, “This month shall stand at the head of your calendar; you shall reckon it the first month of the year. Tell the whole community of Israel: On the tenth of this month every one of your families must procure for itself a lamb, one apiece for each household. If a family is too small for a whole lamb, it shall join the nearest household in procuring one and shall share in the lamb in proportion to the number of persons who partake of it. The lamb must be a year-old male and without blemish. You may take it from either the sheep or the goats. You shall keep it until the fourteenth day of this month, and then, with the whole assembly of Israel present, it shall be slaughtered during the evening twilight. They shall take some of its blood and apply it to the two doorposts and the lintel of every house in which they partake of the lamb. That same night they shall eat its roasted flesh with unleavened bread and bitter herbs. 

			“This is how you are to eat it: with your loins girt, sandals on your feet and your staff in hand, you shall eat like those who are in flight. It is the Passover of the Lord. For on this same night I will go through Egypt, striking down every firstborn of the land, both man and beast, and executing judgment on all the gods of Egypt—I, the Lord! But the blood will mark the houses where you are. Seeing the blood, I will pass over you; thus, when I strike the land of Egypt, no destructive blow will come upon you. 

			“This day shall be a memorial feast for you, which all your generations shall celebrate with pilgrimage to the Lord, as a perpetual institution.”

				

			On the first Holy Thursday, when Jesus celebrated the Passover and instituted the new Christian Passover, the Eucharist, his disciples couldn’t possibly have understood the whole deeper significance of it as they did after his Crucifixion and Resurrection. It was for them a matter of “The Lord said it and told us to do this, so we hear him and trust him and obey him.” The same must have been true for God’s people, the Israelites, when he instituted the first Passover in Egypt before they experienced the Exodus. 

			Some of God’s words in instituting the Passover must have been clear to the Jews in Egypt even before the exodus happened. Others would become clear only afterward, but the deepest meaning could only be understood after Christ and the Christian Pasch or Passover was completed on Holy Thursday, Good Friday, Holy Saturday, and Easter Sunday. 

			The Jews in Egypt were told that this would be called the Passover feast because the angel of death would “pass over” their Jewish houses and spare them when he slew the firstborn of all the Egyptians. That was clear. And it was also clear that they were to eat the Passover with staff in hand and fully clothed, ready for sudden flight, because God was about to free them from their slavery in Egypt and bring them to their own Promised Land. But the main point of the Passover feast was one that they could not possibly understand: why the blood of the Passover lamb would save them from the angel of death. God says: “Seeing the blood, I will pass over you.” The ultimate point of this is that when God judges us after death and sees the blood of his Son in us, on the door of our lives, which is the heart, the gateway to our lives, he will pass over the justice that demands eternal punishment for our sins and give us mercy and salvation. We are saved by the Blood of the Lamb—the sacrifice Christ offered of himself to God the Father on the cross for us. 

			For fifteen hundred years before Christ and two thousand years more after Christ, the Jews have faithfully and lovingly celebrated this liturgical feast, which became the first month of their calendar, even though they still do not understand its ultimate point: that Christ is the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world by his blood. Similarly, Christ’s twelve Apostles did not fully understand the significance of the Eucharist that he instituted on Holy Thursday. And even the Church has only gradually come to understand the deeper meanings of this event. For instance, the word “transubstantiation” is less than one thousand years old, but when you understand it, it makes clearer what all Christians had believed and practiced for the first one thousand years. All the Catholic creeds and dogmas merely unpack and explain what was given by Christ to his Apostles at the beginning. They do not add anything new to the truth, just to our understanding of it.

			When we read the details of the liturgies God commanded to his chosen people in the Old Testament, we might be shocked at the crudity and cruelty of the animal sacrifices that he demanded. But nobody then saw lambs and goats as cute little pets, but as food. There was no society called People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA). And even if some of the children did feel an affection for the lambs that were slain, all the better: that did not detract from the point God was making in these bloody liturgies but strengthened it: death is a tragedy, a loss, a sacrifice. If we feel love and pity for the poor liturgical lambs that were sacrificed, and for the children who lost them, that can help us feel more pity for the real lamb, the Lamb of God, and for his real mother who lost him.

			And if we think it was cruel of God to let loose the angel of death and give him permission to kill the firstborn children of the Egyptians, we should note that in the Bible God says he is “executing judgment on all the gods of Egypt.” We don’t know how evil each of the Egyptians was, and how many of them were good; what we do know is how wicked and false their gods were. These gods were either idols—that is, false gods—or real gods but demons—that is, evil spirits. If the Egyptians threw their whole lives and lots in with these false gods, they had to die with them. We can readily believe that some of the Egyptians were like Socrates among the Greeks, who didn’t believe in and imitate the wicked gods that their society believed in but believed in something better: in the goodness and justice and charity that their consciences knew were right instead of these wicked gods that their consciences knew were wrong. 

			God does not say that none of the Egyptians or other pagan people could be saved. He says, through St. Peter, that he does not wish “that any should perish but that all should come to repentance” (2 Pet. 3:9). As the first Psalm says, life offers each of us two roads: good or evil, right or wrong, light or darkness. God does not tell us how many people travel each of the two roads, but he does tell us what the roads are and where they lead.

			The road that God had prepared for his chosen people after the Passover and the exodus was a long and hard and unpredictable road, and it included forty years in the wilderness. But it led to the Promised Land. And that road began that night of the Passover. There would be many long and unpredictable steps for the Jews to take on that road, but the first step was God’s step: the institution of the Passover, and of the exodus, and of salvation by the blood of the Lamb. 

			Second Reading

			1 Corinthians 11:23–26	

			Brothers and sisters: I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that the Lord Jesus, on the night he was handed over, took bread, and, after he had given thanks, broke it and said, “This is my body that is for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” In the same way also the cup, after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.” For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the death of the Lord until he comes.

				

			Here we have the actual words, word for word, of Christ’s institution of the Eucharist. When the priest, in consecrating the Eucharist, says “this is my Body” and “this is my Blood,” he is speaking Christ’s actual words. He is lending his tongue to Christ; it is Christ who is speaking. For when the priest says, “This is my Body,” he does not mean “This is Fr. Smith’s body.” Yet he does not say, “This is Christ’s Body,” but “This is my Body.” Why? Because it is Christ himself who is speaking and performing a literal miracle: the miracle of changing bread and wine into his own Body and Blood—changing the whole nature or essence or reality or substance of it. The single word that defines that is “transubstantiation.” After the words of consecration are spoken, what you see there is no longer what it seems to be; the reality has changed but not the appearances. Christ is really there, really present, substantially present, hiding behind the appearances of bread and wine to test and elicit our faith. 

			Why do we believe that? For only one reason: Christ himself said so. He did not say “this signifies my Body” or “this symbolizes my Body” but “this is my Body.” Protestant fundamentalists insist on interpreting everything in the Bible literally with just one exception: that sentence. Every Christian in the world interpreted those words literally and believed in the Real Presence, not just the symbolic presence, of Christ in the Eucharist for almost fifteen hundred years until the Protestant “reformers” denied it. The Holy Spirit, whom God sent to be the soul of the Church, did not fall asleep for fifteen hundred years. He did not lead all Christians into the most ridiculous idolatry of bowing down to bread and worshiping wine, confusing that with God incarnate!

			We believe this also because the Church has always taught it. What Church? What is “the Church”? The Church is defined in the first verse of this reading for today. St. Paul does not say, “I came up with this great idea; see if you agree,” but “I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you.” This whole thing—the Eucharist and the Church herself—comes from God, not from man. All men did was pass on the divine gift, like the baton in a relay race. That is the essence of the Church: the handing on of Christ’s own words and deeds and even his Real Presence in the Eucharist. 

			The word that means literally “handing on” or “handing down” is the word “tradition.” The Church’s tradition is not a human tradition. What she hands down to us is Christ: his words and his Real Presence in the Eucharist. That is why the Church is holy, not because the fools who sit on both sides of its altars are holy. And that is why her scandals are so horrible. If she was just a human business, the scandals would not be so scandalous. They began long ago. Judas Iscariot was a bishop. 

			The Eucharist is not just a ceremony and certainly not just a human invention. It is a deed, an event. Something is happening in it. The Christian religion is a Gospel, Good News. News is actual events, deeds. Christ did this deed on Holy Thursday. He did the deed it signified on Good Friday. He did the deed of resurrecting on Easter Sunday. He does the deed of transubstantiation in every Eucharist, beginning on the first Holy Thursday. He really comes into your soul and body every time you receive Holy Communion. And he will do the deed of coming again to judge the world at the end of time and each individual after death, at the end of his or her time. These are not ideas; they are real events.

			So the Eucharist is an event, a real event, a real transubstantiation, and a real communion. Both are real changes: in the bread and wine at the consecration and in you at your Communion. As God really “does something” to that bread and wine, God really “does something” to you when you receive him in faith and hope and love in your Communion. Masses ought to come with warning labels: “Watch out! He’s alive!”

			When Jesus said, “Do this in remembrance of me,” he did not mean something like remembering a dead person by keeping a picture of him that tells you what he used to look like. We do not say merely that “Christ rose” but “Christ is risen.” Not past tense but present tense. Easter means the good news that he is alive, alive and kicking, really doing things to you, in you, through you, changing your life. That’s God who came into you in Holy Communion, not bread. Jesus is just as truly and really present in the Eucharist, and in you when you receive him, as he was on the dusty streets of Jerusalem two thousand years ago, and in the Upper Room when he instituted the Eucharist, and on the cross when he died for your sins.

			If you don’t believe that, please don’t lie with your body and come to receive him, because what that act says is that you do believe it. And if you do believe it, thank him for it with your whole heart and your whole life. That’s why it’s called the “Eucharist,” which means “good gift” or “thanksgiving for the good gift.” For this is the greatest gift anybody ever gave to anybody. 

			Gospel

			John 13:1–15	

			Before the feast of Passover, Jesus knew that his hour had come to pass from this world to the Father. He loved his own in the world and he loved them to the end. The devil had already induced Judas, son of Simon the Iscariot, to hand him over. So, during supper, fully aware that the Father had put everything into his power and that he had come from God and was returning to God, he rose from supper and took off his outer garments. He took a towel and tied it around his waist. Then he poured water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet and dry them with the towel around his waist. He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, “Master, are you going to wash my feet?” Jesus answered and said to him, “What I am doing, you do not understand now, but you will understand later.” Peter said to him, “You will never wash my feet.” Jesus answered him, “Unless I wash you, you will have no inheritance with me.” Simon Peter said to him, “Master, then not only my feet, but my hands and head as well.” Jesus said to him, “Whoever has bathed has no need except to have his feet washed, for he is clean all over; so you are clean, but not all.” For he knew who would betray him; for this reason, he said, “Not all of you are clean.” 

			So when he had washed their feet and put his garments back on and reclined at table again, he said to them, “Do you realize what I have done for you? You call me ‘teacher’ and ‘master,’ and rightly so, for indeed I am. If I, therefore, the master and teacher, have washed your feet, you ought to wash one another’s feet. I have given you a model to follow, so that as I have done for you, you should also do.”

				

			Most Americans think horizontally. They believe in equality. Some think vertically. They believe in hierarchy, excellence, superiority, authority, and obedience. How does Jesus think?

			He says to his disciples that he is their rabbi, their teacher and, more than that, their Lord. That is not equality. Yet this Lord deliberately performs for them the job of the lowest slave by washing their dirty feet. That is not the kind of superiority and authority we expect. As usual, Christ breaks apart our categories, especially our either-ors.

			If Christ was not superior, if Christ was not Lord, if equality went all the way up, then it would be no big deal at all for him to wash our feet. But this is God incarnate becoming our slave. This foot washing happened on Holy Thursday. On the very next day, Good Friday, he would stoop even lower and give us not just his service but his own body and blood on the cross. In the Mass, he does something equally shocking: he invites you to eat his Body and Blood, literally, with your mouth and your stomach. If you are not shocked by this, you have failed to understand it.

			Equality is necessary for protection, for defense: it means equal rights before the law and no bullying, no “might makes right.” But behind this necessary legal equality there is always superiority, and usually a double superiority. For instance, men are superior to women—at being men. And women are superior to men—at being women. Everyone has some handicap where they are inferior to others, and everyone has some talent where they are superior to others. If that were not so, we would all be just pennies in a pile or ants in an anthill.

			Jesus is the Mind of God who became incarnate, so he designed us and our world when he created us. And he designed this inequality—but for what purpose? So that whatever superior talents we had could be used for the sake of those who lacked them. He made us tall so that we could stoop to serve. 

			When the disciples quarreled about who was the greatest, Jesus did not say, “You are all equal. No one is the greatest.” He said, “The one who is least among all of you is the one who is the greatest” (Luke 9:48); “Whoever becomes humble like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 18:4). All the saints say that. They all say they are great sinners. Great sinners, especially the self-righteous, think they are saints. There is indeed a hierarchy, but it’s a hierarchy of humility. To fulfill yourself, forget yourself. Don’t think of yourself as superior or as inferior—just give yourself away. Why? Because that’s what your Lord and Master did and that’s what he explicitly commanded you to do.

			There is a four-letter word for what Jesus has just defined. It’s the word that tells you the eternal, essential, everlasting nature of God. The word is love. It’s the most misunderstood word in the world. To define it, look at the Word of God on paper and look at the Word of God on wood. The definition on paper is 1 Corinthians 13. The definition on wood is a crucifix.

		

	
		
			Good Friday of the Lord’s Passion

			First Reading

			Isaiah 52:13–53:12	

			See, my servant shall prosper, 

			he shall be raised high and greatly exalted. 

			Even as many were amazed at him—

			so marred was his look beyond human semblance 

			and his appearance beyond that of the sons of man—

			so shall he startle many nations, 

			because of him kings shall stand speechless; 

			for those who have not been told shall see, 

			those who have not heard shall ponder it. 

			Who would believe what we have heard? 

			To whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed? 

			He grew up like a sapling before him, 

			like a shoot from the parched earth; 

			there was in him no stately bearing to make us look at him, 

			nor appearance that would attract us to him. 

			He was spurned and avoided by people, 

			a man of suffering, accustomed to infirmity, 

			one of those from whom people hide their faces, 

			spurned, and we held him in no esteem. 

			Yet it was our infirmities that he bore, 

			our sufferings that he endured, 

			while we thought of him as stricken, 

			as one smitten by God and afflicted. 

			But he was pierced for our offenses, 

			crushed for our sins; 

			upon him was the chastisement that makes us whole, 

			by his stripes we were healed. 

			We had all gone astray like sheep, 

			each following his own way; 

			but the Lord laid upon him 

			the guilt of us all. 

			Though he was harshly treated, he submitted 

			and opened not his mouth; 

			like a lamb led to the slaughter 

			or a sheep before the shearers, 

			he was silent and opened not his mouth. 

			Oppressed and condemned, he was taken away, 

			and who would have thought any more of his destiny? 

			When he was cut off from the land of the living, 

			and smitten for the sin of his people, 

			a grave was assigned him among the wicked 

			and a burial place with evildoers, 

			though he had done no wrong 

			nor spoken any falsehood. 

			But the Lord was pleased 

			to crush him in infirmity. 

			If he gives his life as an offering for sin, 

			he shall see his descendants in a long life, 

			and the will of the Lord shall be accomplished through him. 

			Because of his affliction 

			he shall see the light in fullness of days; 

			through his suffering, my servant shall justify many, 

			and their guilt he shall bear. 

			Therefore I will give him his portion among the great, 

			and he shall divide the spoils with the mighty, 

			because he surrendered himself to death 

			and was counted among the wicked; 

			and he shall take away the sins of many, 

			and win pardon for their offenses.

				

			Today we commemorate the worst thing that ever happened and the best thing that ever happened, and these two things were the same thing. It was the torture and murder of God by evil men—the worst sin ever committed. It was the death of God. For Christ really died, and Christ is really God, God the Son. Our Creed calls him “God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, consubstantial with the Father; through him all things were made.” God really died! And we dare to call this “Good Friday.” That is either sheer insanity and idiocy or the most startling, amazing, and wonderful thing that ever happened. 

			Isaiah 53 is the most complete and the most profound of all the prophecies of the Messiah and of this event, and it contains the key to explain the paradox of “Good” Friday.

			The first line of the passage is this: “See, my servant shall prosper, / he shall be raised high and greatly exalted.” That sounds good. Then it starts to sound terribly evil. It goes into the horrible sufferings and injustice that this servant of God will suffer. But because of this terrible evil, it ends with a terrible good: “Through his suffering, my servant shall justify many, / and their guilt he shall bear. . . . He shall take away the sins of many.” 

			He takes away sins as if they are real things, like hornets or junk or dirt or cancers. Because that is what they are. Sin is a reality. He actually takes away that reality from us when he bears our sins on the cross. It’s like taking a great burden from us and putting it on himself. He actually pays our debt. He offers the acceptable sacrifice to God for us. He reconciles us to God. He justifies us. He saves us. That’s clear in Scripture. It really works. We don’t understand exactly how that works—the spiritual technology, so to speak—but we don’t have to know that. We have to know him. We don’t have to know the techniques of the surgery; we just have to know the surgeon who can do the operation. 

			Here is a somewhat technical theological point: There are two parts to what happens, which are sometimes called justification and sanctification. Justification reconciles us with God, removes our punishment, opens the gates of heaven for us. That happens on the cross. Sanctification is the other part: that removes not just our punishment but also our sinfulness and makes us holy, makes us worthy of heaven. For most of us, that only begins here and is finished in purgatory, which is like heaven’s washroom.

			What happens is the great mystery of the exchange: “My life for yours.” That is the message God has inscribed in everything in this universe, which is the message of his own essential nature, which is self-giving love. That’s what love does: it gives my life for yours. That means that no suffering and no death is meaningless and purposeless. It is not just the message on the cross but the message across the galaxies and through the whole evolution of life. Everything gives. Matter gives gravity, the sun gives sunlight, and each living thing gives life to another living thing. Thus the meaning of the whole universe culminates in Christ.

			Look at some of the big, obvious examples of it. We could forget it only because they are so big. How did the stars and planets form? By gravitational pull of the cosmic gas, by drawing more and more gases into these large, hot balls of gas that we call stars and into the smaller, cooler balls that we call planets. The very stuff of the universe congeals, saying, in effect, “OK, here’s some more of me for you. Here’s my life for yours.” 

			And chemically, when larger atoms form, they do so by the electromagnetic attraction between their positively charged nucleus and free electrons from outside their original little solar systems. A hydrogen atom becomes a helium atom when it gets a second electron from somewhere else, and that second electron is saying to the hydrogen atom that it will give up its life to make a new kind of life for the hydrogen atom, a helium life. 

			And throughout the universe, large clumps of matter draw other clumps into themselves by gravitational attraction. What is gravity but the physical, material form of love? Dante calls it “the love that moves the sun and the other stars.” Why does all matter attract all matter? Why do falling bodies fall to the earth? They give up themselves; they are saying, “My life for yours.” 

			And on a microscopic level, positively charged particles and negatively charged particles are attracted to each other like Romeo and Juliet. It’s love among the particles. It’s like when a man and a woman marry and create the new entity that the Bible calls “one flesh.” The man is saying to the woman, “My whole life as a man I give to you to make you a new thing, a mother”; and the woman is saying to the man, “My whole life as a woman I will give to you to make you a new thing, a father.”

			And when species evolve, each one dies to itself to become a new one by natural selection. Missing links die out so that man can emerge. Natural selection, the thing atheists say makes evolution an argument against divine design, is a powerful argument for it. Each species says to the next: “My life for yours.”

			And when rain waters the plants of the earth, the water gives itself up to the plant, gives life to the plant. It says, “My life for yours.” So does sunlight. It gives its energy to plants by photosynthesis. 

			And when animals eat plants, the plants give their life to the animal: my life for yours again. The same thing happens when larger animals eat smaller animals. Wolves live on rabbits as rabbits live on carrots. 

			And when we eat animals and plants, they both give up their life to preserve ours and grow ours, to become a part of ours. Every time we eat a hamburger, some cow is practicing, against its will, my life for yours.

			Jesus does the same for us on the cross, but not against his will. He fulfills the meaning of life for every galaxy and every atom and every carrot and every cow in the universe. 

			But when we receive him in Holy Communion, he does not eat us, like Dracula, but we eat him. He does not take away our blood, like a vampire, but gives us his blood, like a transfusion. He takes away our death, not our life, because he takes away our sins. He uses the cosmic principle of “my life for yours” in the reverse direction: the greater gives itself to the lesser instead of consuming the lesser. When we eat ordinary natural bread, we participate in the natural cosmic process, the greater being assimilating the lesser. But when we eat his Body and Blood in Holy Communion, we participate in his supernatural process, and it is not the lesser being that says to the greater one “my life for yours,” but it is the greater being, God himself, who says “my life for yours” to the lesser being, us. He pours out his eternal life to us as he pours out his blood for us. For “the life . . . is in the blood” (Lev. 17:11). 

			It all starts in the inner life of God, in the eternal Trinity. That life is simply and totally self-giving love. “God is love”: God is complete love itself, not just a lover. That’s why God has to be more than one person. If God were only one person, he could not be unselfish love; he could not give himself away until he had created other persons. But because God is three eternal persons, each gives himself away eternally to the others. The Father loves by giving himself to the Son. He says, “My life for yours,” eternally. And the Son reciprocates it. He loves not himself but the Father. When he comes into the world, he says, “I came down from heaven not to do my own will but the will of the one who sent me” (John 6:38). He did here in this world what he did eternally in heaven. And from the beginning, in eternity, the Holy Spirit is the very love itself between Father and Son that eternally becomes so real that it is another person—which is what happens in marriage too, but here it is dependent on time and biology. Everything, from the inner life of the Trinity to the inner life of the atom, from the evolution of species to the structure of the sex organs, speaks the same message: my life for yours. And that is the lesson we all have to learn, the ultimate meaning of life for all of us. You exist for others, not for yourself. You exist to give yourself away as a gift.

			And that explains the paradox of Good Friday. It is good because it saves us from our sins—but also because it reveals the self-giving love that is the hidden inner life of God and that is inscribed in everything in the universe, the good news of my life for yours. 

			That is the paradox that God put into the structure of this passage from the prophet Isaiah. The joyful and triumphant parts of the passage at the beginning and the end frame the darkness between them with light. Even the darkest of darknesses, even “my God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46), is surrounded with light. The passage from Isaiah begins and ends with triumph and beauty and joy and justice. They are like bookends, or like a gold picture frame around a dark picture: they surround something else and change the ultimate meaning of that something else, that something that seems their opposite: defeat and death and suffering and sorrow and ugliness and misery and injustice—in fact, the most unjust event in history, the murder of God. This greatest of evils, the suffering and death of God Incarnate, is our only hope of heaven, our only salvation: “By his stripes we were healed” (Isa. 53:5; see also 1 Pet. 2:24). 

			Second Reading

			Hebrews 4:14–16; 5:7–9	

			Brothers and sisters: Since we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast to our confession. For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who has similarly been tested in every way, yet without sin. So let us confidently approach the throne of grace to receive mercy and to find grace for timely help. 

			In the days when Christ was in the flesh, he offered prayers and supplications with loud cries and tears to the one who was able to save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverence. Son though he was, he learned obedience from what he suffered; and when he was made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey him.

				

			Christ is our priest, prophet, and king. These are the three offices and authorities God set up in ancient Israel, and Christ fulfills all three. It is easy to see how he is God’s appointed prophet to us: he speaks the truth of God; he is the Word of God, the mouth of God, the revealer of God. It is easy to see how he is God’s appointed king for us; he is the Lord of all and deserves to be the Lord of all of our lives. But how is he God’s priest? What, exactly, is a priest?

			A priest is a mediator, a go-between who mediates between God and man, who brings God to man and man to God. This is the essential function of all priests in all religions, whether they believe in many gods or one. 

			Christ is the mediator between God and man because he brings God to man by the Incarnation; and he brings man to God by bringing man to heaven, by saving man from sin by offering his own Body and Blood on the cross and in the Mass. 

			And since he does this job of reconciling God and man, and does it perfectly, he must be perfectly and completely divine and perfectly and completely human. To connect two sides of a river, a bridge must stand on both sides. So Christ has to be fully human as well as fully divine. As our second reading says, he understands us perfectly and sympathizes with us perfectly because he was tempted in every way as we are, but never sinned. 

			He even had to learn obedience through suffering, just as we do. Mary and Joseph taught him that. He had to obey his parents, just as we do. He had to learn, just as we do, through all the natural stages of human life. He had to learn to speak. He did not come out of Mary’s womb speaking perfect Hebrew. In fact, he was once a one-celled zygote, then he was an embryo, then a fetus, then a newborn, then a child, then a teenager, then an adult. He totally understands teenagers because he was one himself. He experienced not only suffering but also disappointment, frustration, anger, fear, every natural human emotion, and even temptation—every single thing that is part of human nature, but he never sinned. He experienced even death. 

			As perfect God and perfect man, he shows us the two things we most need to know: who God is and who we are meant to be. Those are the only two persons—God and yourself—you can never escape for a second either in time or in eternity. And Jesus is the key to understanding both.

			[image: ]

			By the way, the fact that Jesus our priest was and is a man and not a woman, and the fact that he always calls God his and our Father and never our Mother, are the two non-negotiable reasons why women cannot be priests. Women are absolutely just as holy and just as valuable and just as human as men, and a woman could do all the things a priest does except one. Remember that a priest has two tasks: to represent man to God and God to man. A woman could perfectly well represent all human beings, men as well as women, to God as well as a man could. But a woman cannot represent God to man as well as a man can because of two very weighty theological reasons. 

			First, in Judaism and Christianity (and Islam), God is never called “she” or “it” but always “he.” All three religions believe their scriptures are divinely revealed, and the God who inspired them certainly knows best how to speak of himself; it is the height of arrogance for anyone to claim to correct the omniscient God when he speaks of himself. Our job is not to edit and correct the mail from God that we are commanded to deliver intact.

			All other religions in the ancient world, both the polytheistic religions in the West and the pantheistic religions in the East, had priestesses because they also had goddesses. Only Orthodox Jews, Eastern Orthodox Christians, and orthodox Roman Catholics have no priestesses, because they worship no goddesses. 

			There were three kinds of priests in ancient Israel: the tribe of Levi, the priesthood of Aaron, and the priesthood of Melchizedek. All three were for men only, by divine institution. 

			The second reason is that when a priest consecrates the Eucharist and says, “This is my Body,” he speaks not only for Christ but as Christ. It is an unarguable historical fact that Jesus was a man. His maleness was an aspect of his body. That is a fact, not a theory. If that fact makes God a male chauvinist, then God is a male chauvinist. But since God is not a male chauvinist, since the Bible clearly says that the image of God is not male but male and female, therefore that fact does not make God a male chauvinist. 

			Catholicism reveres a woman for being the Mother of God. Jesus has no human father, but he has a human mother, and she was sinless. Catholicism reveres this woman much more than it reveres any mere man. That is not a male chauvinist religion. 

			The only mere human being who was sinless was a woman, not a man: Mary, the Mother of God. Joseph was not the father of God but Mary was the Mother of God. Was that female chauvinism on God’s part? 

			All that I’ve said is clear and non-negotiable in Catholic dogma; it is fact, not theory or ideology or interpretation. All theories or interpretations of facts must be based on those facts. A theory cannot deny the facts it explains.

			Gospel

			John 18:1–19:42	

			Jesus went out with his disciples across the Kidron valley to where there was a garden, into which he and his disciples entered. Judas his betrayer also knew the place, because Jesus had often met there with his disciples. So Judas got a band of soldiers and guards from the chief priests and the Pharisees and went there with lanterns, torches, and weapons. Jesus, knowing everything that was going to happen to him, went out and said to them, “Whom are you looking for?” They answered him, “Jesus the Nazorean.” He said to them, “I AM.” Judas his betrayer was also with them. When he said to them, “I AM,” they turned away and fell to the ground. So he again asked them, “Whom are you looking for?” They said, “Jesus the Nazorean.” Jesus answered, “I told you that I AM. So if you are looking for me, let these men go.” This was to fulfill what he had said, “I have not lost any of those you gave me.” Then Simon Peter, who had a sword, drew it, struck the high priest’s slave, and cut off his right ear. The slave’s name was Malchus. Jesus said to Peter, “Put your sword into its scabbard. Shall I not drink the cup that the Father gave me?” 

			So the band of soldiers, the tribune, and the Jewish guards seized Jesus, bound him, and brought him to Annas first. He was the father-in-law of Caiaphas, who was high priest that year. It was Caiaphas who had counseled the Jews that it was better that one man should die rather than the people. 

			Simon Peter and another disciple followed Jesus. Now the other disciple was known to the high priest, and he entered the courtyard of the high priest with Jesus. But Peter stood at the gate outside. So the other disciple, the acquaintance of the high priest, went out and spoke to the gatekeeper and brought Peter in. Then the maid who was the gatekeeper said to Peter, “You are not one of this man’s disciples, are you?” He said, “I am not.” Now the slaves and the guards were standing around a charcoal fire that they had made, because it was cold, and were warming themselves. Peter was also standing there keeping warm. 

			The high priest questioned Jesus about his disciples and about his doctrine. Jesus answered him, “I have spoken publicly to the world. I have always taught in a synagogue or in the temple area where all the Jews gather, and in secret I have said nothing. Why ask me? Ask those who heard me what I said to them. They know what I said.” When he had said this, one of the temple guards standing there struck Jesus and said, “Is this the way you answer the high priest?” Jesus answered him, “If I have spoken wrongly, testify to the wrong; but if I have spoken rightly, why do you strike me?” Then Annas sent him bound to Caiaphas the high priest. 

			Now Simon Peter was standing there keeping warm. And they said to him, “You are not one of his disciples, are you?” He denied it and said, “I am not.” One of the slaves of the high priest, a relative of the one whose ear Peter had cut off, said, “Didn’t I see you in the garden with him?” Again Peter denied it. And immediately the cock crowed. 

			Then they brought Jesus from Caiaphas to the praetorium. It was morning. And they themselves did not enter the praetorium, in order not to be defiled so that they could eat the Passover. So Pilate came out to them and said, “What charge do you bring against this man?” They answered and said to him, “If he were not a criminal, we would not have handed him over to you.” At this, Pilate said to them, “Take him yourselves, and judge him according to your law.” The Jews answered him, “We do not have the right to execute anyone,” in order that the word of Jesus might be fulfilled that he said indicating the kind of death he would die. So Pilate went back into the praetorium and summoned Jesus and said to him, “Are you the King of the Jews?” Jesus answered, “Do you say this on your own or have others told you about me?” Pilate answered, “I am not a Jew, am I? Your own nation and the chief priests handed you over to me. What have you done?” Jesus answered, “My kingdom does not belong to this world. If my kingdom did belong to this world, my attendants would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews. But as it is, my kingdom is not here.” So Pilate said to him, “Then you are a king?” Jesus answered, “You say I am a king. For this I was born and for this I came into the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice.” Pilate said to him, “What is truth?” 

			When he had said this, he again went out to the Jews and said to them, “I find no guilt in him. But you have a custom that I release one prisoner to you at Passover. Do you want me to release to you the King of the Jews?” They cried out again, “Not this one but Barabbas!” Now Barabbas was a revolutionary. 

			Then Pilate took Jesus and had him scourged. And the soldiers wove a crown out of thorns and placed it on his head, and clothed him in a purple cloak, and they came to him and said, “Hail, King of the Jews!” And they struck him repeatedly. Once more Pilate went out and said to them, “Look, I am bringing him out to you, so that you may know that I find no guilt in him.” So Jesus came out, wearing the crown of thorns and the purple cloak. And he said to them, “Behold, the man!” When the chief priests and the guards saw him they cried out, “Crucify him, crucify him!” Pilate said to them, “Take him yourselves and crucify him. I find no guilt in him.” The Jews answered, “We have a law, and according to that law he ought to die, because he made himself the Son of God.” Now when Pilate heard this statement, he became even more afraid, and went back into the praetorium and said to Jesus, “Where are you from?” Jesus did not answer him. So Pilate said to him, “Do you not speak to me? Do you not know that I have power to release you and I have power to crucify you?” Jesus answered him, “You would have no power over me if it had not been given to you from above. For this reason the one who handed me over to you has the greater sin.” Consequently, Pilate tried to release him; but the Jews cried out, “If you release him, you are not a Friend of Caesar. Everyone who makes himself a king opposes Caesar.” 

			When Pilate heard these words he brought Jesus out and seated him on the judge’s bench in the place called Stone Pavement, in Hebrew, Gabbatha. It was preparation day for Passover, and it was about noon. And he said to the Jews, “Behold, your king!” They cried out, “Take him away, take him away! Crucify him!” Pilate said to them, “Shall I crucify your king?” The chief priests answered, “We have no king but Caesar.” Then he handed him over to them to be crucified. 

			So they took Jesus, and, carrying the cross himself, he went out to what is called the Place of the Skull, in Hebrew, Golgotha. There they crucified him, and with him two others, one on either side, with Jesus in the middle. Pilate also had an inscription written and put on the cross. It read, “Jesus the Nazorean, the King of the Jews.” Now many of the Jews read this inscription, because the place where Jesus was crucified was near the city; and it was written in Hebrew, Latin, and Greek. So the chief priests of the Jews said to Pilate, “Do not write ‘The King of the Jews,’ but that he said, ‘I am the King of the Jews.’” Pilate answered, “What I have written, I have written.” 

			When the soldiers had crucified Jesus, they took his clothes and divided them into four shares, a share for each soldier. They also took his tunic, but the tunic was seamless, woven in one piece from the top down. So they said to one another, “Let’s not tear it, but cast lots for it to see whose it will be,” in order that the passage of Scripture might be fulfilled that says: 

			“They divided my garments among them, 

			and for my vesture they cast lots.” 

			This is what the soldiers did. Standing by the cross of Jesus were his mother and his mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary of Magdala. When Jesus saw his mother and the disciple there whom he loved he said to his mother, “Woman, behold, your son.” Then he said to the disciple, “Behold, your mother.” And from that hour the disciple took her into his home. 

			After this, aware that everything was now finished, in order that the Scripture might be fulfilled, Jesus said, “I thirst.” There was a vessel filled with common wine. So they put a sponge soaked in wine on a sprig of hyssop and put it up to his mouth. When Jesus had taken the wine, he said, “It is finished.” And bowing his head, he handed over the spirit. 

			Here all kneel and pause for a short time. 

			Now since it was preparation day, in order that the bodies might not remain on the cross on the sabbath, for the sabbath day of that week was a solemn one, the Jews asked Pilate that their legs be broken and that they be taken down. So the soldiers came and broke the legs of the first and then of the other one who was crucified with Jesus. But when they came to Jesus and saw that he was already dead, they did not break his legs, but one soldier thrust his lance into his side, and immediately blood and water flowed out. An eyewitness has testified, and his testimony is true; he knows that he is speaking the truth, so that you also may [come to] believe. For this happened so that the scripture passage might be fulfilled: 

			“Not a bone of it will be broken.” 

			And again another passage says: 

			“They will look upon him whom they have pierced.” 

			After this, Joseph of Arimathea, secretly a disciple of Jesus for fear of the Jews, asked Pilate if he could remove the body of Jesus. And Pilate permitted it. So he came and took his body. Nicodemus, the one who had first come to him at night, also came bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes weighing about one hundred pounds. They took the body of Jesus and bound it with burial cloths along with the spices, according to the Jewish burial custom. Now in the place where he had been crucified there was a garden, and in the garden a new tomb, in which no one had yet been buried. So they laid Jesus there because of the Jewish preparation day; for the tomb was close by.

				

			The Gospel for today, the Passion of the Christ according to St. John, is so beautiful, so heartrending, and so profound that a reflection on it would be like snow on a bell; it would just muffle its sound. It would distract from it. The best possible reflection today is silence, the silence of awe.

			The same is true of the seven Scripture readings for the Easter Vigil. Let them, and the long and beautiful liturgy surrounding them, speak for themselves. Adding your voice to the voice of this liturgy is bound to sound like a crow trying to sing with the angels.

		

	
		
			Easter Time 

		

	
		
			Easter Sunday: 
The Resurrection of the Lord: 
The Mass of Easter Day

			First Reading

			Acts 10:34a, 37–43	

			Peter proceeded to speak and said: “You know what has happened all over Judea, beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John preached, how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power. He went about doing good and healing all those oppressed by the devil, for God was with him. We are witnesses of all that he did both in the country of the Jews and in Jerusalem. They put him to death by hanging him on a tree. This man God raised on the third day and granted that he be visible, not to all the people, but to us, the witnesses chosen by God in advance, who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead. He commissioned us to preach to the people and testify that he is the one appointed by God as judge of the living and the dead. To him all the prophets bear witness, that everyone who believes in him will receive forgiveness of sins through his name.”

				

			Every sermon preached by every Christian in the New Testament is an Easter sermon because it centers on Jesus’ Resurrection. Our first reading, from Acts, is one of them. 

			Why is that so important? Here are three reasons. 

			First, because the Resurrection means that Jesus is still alive and really present and really doing things—first of all saving souls. We can’t be saved by a dead Savior! Our Easter confession is not just about the past but also about the present: it is not just that “Christ rose” but that “Christ is risen.” He is available now, transforming souls, and lives now, really present and given to us in the Eucharist. When a Christian loves you, that is Jesus loving you. Christians are just Jesus’ instruments, Jesus’ hands and feet, Jesus’ arms and legs, Jesus’ Body. The Church is his Mystical Body. Bodies are not just ideas or teachings; bodies are real things.

			A second reason why the Resurrection is central is that it is the event that proves everything else in the Christian religion. The reason we believe everything we believe is not the teaching but the Teacher—Jesus himself. And the Resurrection proves his divine identity and his infallible authority. For no mere man can raise himself from the dead. 

			The Resurrection validates everything Jesus says. Everything. Jesus is the single skeleton key that opens every door in Christianity, that validates every doctrine. Everything we believe, we believe because Jesus taught it, or authorized his Apostles and their successors to teach it. The only infallible, certain authority there is, the only one that can neither deceive nor be deceived, is God. And God authorized his Son and authorized his Apostles and their successors, who are the bishops and popes of the Church he founded. 

			For instance, we believe the New Testament because the Church wrote it and canonized it—that is, defined which books make it up. And we believe the Church because Jesus instituted it. He told his Apostles, “Whoever listens to you listens to me” (Luke 10:16), and they passed on Christ’s teaching by authorizing their successors, the bishops. We know this from the New Testament itself. The Church is first of all the chain of witnesses to Jesus’ Resurrection, and his Resurrection proves his divine authority. Everything holds together because of the Resurrection. 

			A third reason the Resurrection is central is that it gives us hope. We lose many things in life, but we apparently lose everything in death. Nothing seems to be stronger than death. But Jesus is. St. Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15 that if Jesus did not really rise from the dead, we have no hope, we are to be pitied, we are liars, and everything else in our faith is vain and worthless. He says, “If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are the most pitiable people of all” (1 Cor. 15:19). 

			Many of the pagan myths are about the conquest of death. It is a beautiful dream. But in Christ that myth became fact, our hope became reality, the conquest of what St. Paul calls “the last enemy” (1 Cor. 15:26). Our hope now is not just a wish, a dream; it is a fact. It is what the Anglican burial service calls “the sure and certain hope of the Resurrection.” 

			One detail of St. Paul’s sermon in today’s epistle may puzzle us. He says that God providentially arranged for the risen Christ to be seen not by all but by “the witnesses chosen by God in advance, who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead.” These are first of all the twelve Apostles. St. Paul mentions five hundred others who saw him who are still alive, when he writes to the Corinthians who doubted the Resurrection. He invites them—he dares them—to interview those eyewitnesses. Five hundred is a pretty good number. But it’s still a tiny percentage of the world and even of the Jews. Why didn’t God arrange for Jesus to reveal himself directly after his Resurrection to everybody, as he did to “doubting Thomas,” and make it impossible to doubt? 

			Because he didn’t want to make it impossible to doubt. He didn’t want to make us an offer we couldn’t refuse, because he’s the Son of God the Father, not the Godfather. He made us an offer we could refuse because that’s what love does. Love respects freedom. Love relies on faith and trust, not force. Not the force of seeing him and not physical force and not political force and not emotional force and not even logical force. Jesus says to us, “Seek and you will find,” implying that only those who seek will find him (Matt. 7:7). God did that because God is love, and love seeks love; love seeks the response of not just minds but hearts. So God gives us enough light so that those who seek him, who love him and want him, will find him, but not so much light that even those who don’t seek him, who don’t love him, who don’t want to find him will find him against their will. That will happen at the Last Judgment, but not now. Now he wants to give everyone a free chance, a free vote. Pascal calls it a wager. You can wager for God, but you can also wager against him. It’s a matter of faith, not scientific proof. You don’t need love or faith or trust or your heart to know that the sun is the center of all the light in the atmosphere; you just need eyes. But you do need love and faith and trust, and the eye of your heart, to know that the Son of God is the center of all the light in your life. So he gives us enough light for seekers but not enough for non-seekers.

			Satan tempted Jesus to do the opposite. One of the three temptations in the wilderness was for him to throw himself down from the temple to show everyone that he was the miracle-working God and get everybody to accept him. That was a temptation, and he resisted it. He performed miracles, but only for those who were ready to believe in him. He said to those whom he miraculously healed, “Your faith has saved you” (Luke 7:50; see also Matt. 9:22; Mark 5:34). He came into the world not primarily to heal bodies but souls. His bodily healings were like fingers pointing beyond themselves to his spiritual healing of our souls from sin and spiritual death, which is worse than physical death because the soul is more important than the body.

			Souls and bodies always go together in the Bible. God created them together, as the two dimensions of human nature that are as inseparable as the words and the meaning of a book or the notes and the beauty of a piece of music. God saves both and resurrects both aspects of our human nature. In the Apostles’ Creed, we say that we believe in both the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting. Jesus’ bodily Resurrection is both a literal, visible fact in history and also a sign, a symbol, of what he does invisibly to our souls, what he is actually doing right now: he is resurrecting eternal life in them. This life, like the life of a plant, is planted in Baptism, strengthened in Confirmation, fed in the Eucharist, healed in Confession, and harvested in the Last Rites. The whole person is resurrected—by the only love that is stronger than death, the love of Jesus Christ for you.

			Second Reading

			Colossians 3:1–4	
(or 1 Corinthians 5:6b–8)

			Brothers and sisters: If then you were raised with Christ, seek what is above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Think of what is above, not of what is on earth. For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ your life appears, then you too will appear with him in glory.

				

			There was a holy man who read this passage, understood it, and burst out in happy tears: “I’m dead! I’m dead! Thank God, I’m dead!” The people who heard him thought he was crazy, but he was very sane. Unless St. Paul was crazy, because that’s essentially what he says in this passage.

			The first thing Paul says is “you were raised with Christ.” He doesn’t say you will be raised up but that you have been raised up. Raised up from what to what? From death to life. But you can’t be raised up from death to life if you weren’t dead. And once you are raised up from the floor where you fell, you are no longer on the floor; you are dead to the floor. So if we have been raised up from death to life, we are dead to death! That’s why the old saint was so happy that he was dead. He was not dead to life; he was dead to death. 

			Baptism makes that point. The word means literally “submersion” or “sinking.” When a ship sinks, it is baptized. The clearest and completest symbolic expression of Baptism is total immersion in the water, as a corpse is totally immersed in the earth when it is buried. We usually do Baptism by sprinkling, which is logistically much easier and which is approved because it’s still water and it means the same thing, but the symbolism is much clearer when it’s total immersion. 

			When Jesus comes to live in your soul, he kills your old self, your selfish self, your sinful self. He does it gradually, but he really does it. Jesus is a killer. But, you may object, how can he be a killer? Isn’t he all light and life and love and truth and goodness and beauty? He is. That’s why he is a killer. Light kills darkness, just as darkness kills light. Life kills death, just as death kills life. Love kills hate, just as hate kills love. Faith kills doubt, just as doubt kills faith. Hope kills despair, just as despair kills hope. Truth kills falsehood, just as falsehood kills truth. Good kills evil, just as evil kills good. Beauty kills ugliness, just as ugliness kills beauty. Sanctity kills sin, just as sin kills sanctity. Humility kills pride, just as pride kills humility. Unselfishness kills selfishness, just as selfishness kills unselfishness. 

			We live in the middle of a great battlefield. Until we get to heaven, we are at war. There is no escape from it. There are only two kinds of peace, and each of them is at war with the other kind of peace. If we are at peace with God, we are at war with the world, the flesh, and the devil—with greed and lust and pride. If we want to be at peace with the world, the flesh, and the devil—if we choose to be at peace with greed, lust, and pride—then we are at war with God. The two kinds of peace are at war with each other. You can’t avoid spiritual war. You can only choose the right side. 

			The only way to live on the right side is to die to the wrong side. Your old self, your old will, has to die and you have to be resurrected—not just improve or just “try a little harder.” You have to give up and surrender to God. If you do, then to the extent that you let him, God will kill your selfish ego as light kills maggots—one by one. He will be pleased with every little victory, but he won’t be satisfied until they are all dead. God is a good father: he is easy to please but hard to satisfy. That’s why you will probably need the job finished in purgatory. But once you put yourself in his hands, he will kill all your maggots by his light, and after he finishes killing them, you will rise full of that light and joy. If you saw the new you that you will be in heaven, you would probably think it was an angel, or be tempted to bow down and worship it as a god or a goddess. 

			Being a Christian is literally a matter of life or death. It is life’s most terrifying and wonderful adventure!

			Gospel

			John 20:1–9	

			On the first day of the week, Mary of Magdala came to the tomb early in the morning, while it was still dark, and saw the stone removed from the tomb. So she ran and went to Simon Peter and to the other disciple whom Jesus loved, and told them, “They have taken the Lord from the tomb, and we don’t know where they put him.” So Peter and the other disciple went out and came to the tomb. They both ran, but the other disciple ran faster than Peter and arrived at the tomb first; he bent down and saw the burial cloths there, but did not go in. When Simon Peter arrived after him, he went into the tomb and saw the burial cloths there, and the cloth that had covered his head, not with the burial cloths but rolled up in a separate place. Then the other disciple also went in, the one who had arrived at the tomb first, and he saw and believed. For they did not yet understand the Scripture that he had to rise from the dead.

				

			Every little detail of this event is significant.

			Begin with the last line: “For they did not yet understand the Scripture that he had to rise from the dead.” Nobody—not Mary Magdalene, not Peter, not John, nobody—could believe it was possible that Jesus would literally rise from the dead, even though Jesus had repeatedly told his disciples that he would. They thought he must have meant something symbolic and spiritual, not something literal. 

			The Resurrection was certainly not a case of wishful thinking, of mistaking a dream for a reality, for the Apostles were not tender-minded dreamers. Doubting Thomas would not believe the others even when they swore that they had literally seen the resurrected Christ, until he himself had touched Christ’s wounds with his own hands. That’s how literal the Resurrection was. 

			The first line of our Gospel says: “On the first day of the week, Mary of Magdala came to the tomb early in the morning, while it was still dark.” That impatience shows her love. The next few verses show John getting to the tomb before Peter, but Mary got there before all of them. The women come out on top again, just as they did at the Crucifixion, when John was the only man who stayed with Jesus at the cross; the rest were all women. The Gospels were not written by male chauvinists.

			When Mary arrived at the tomb, she saw that the stone was rolled away. How? Who moved the stone? The women could not have moved it. It took many strong men to move it. Neither the Jews nor the Romans would have moved it, because they both wanted Jesus to stay very, very dead. It was guarded by armed Roman soldiers, so the disciples could not have done it. And if they did, then they deliberately lied about the Resurrection; so, if they knew it was a lie, why would they all let themselves be arrested and imprisoned and tortured and martyred for this lie? Martyrdom doesn’t prove truth, but it certainly proves sincerity.

			Mary didn’t go into the tomb and see the grave clothes neatly folded away, but she assumed that someone had stolen the body. She couldn’t believe Jesus had risen either, until he appeared to her and addressed her by name.

			Mary tells Peter and John, and they don’t just go to the tomb—they run. As fast as they can. And John, who is younger, gets there first, but he doesn’t go in. Why? He lets Peter go in first because Peter was the first, the head of the Apostles. Jesus made him that and called him the rock on which he would build his Church (Matt. 16:18). 

			What Peter and John see is not just an empty tomb but the grave clothes, both the shroud that wrapped the body and the face cloth, neatly folded away. Jesus forgets no detail! Remember, he was the one who had to remind the family of the little girl he brought back from the dead to give her something to eat! Everyone else was too stunned to think. He was not. 

			We have both of these linen cloths today: the Shroud at Turin, and the sudarium, the face cloth, at Manoppello in Italy; they have both withstood sober, secular, scientific analysis. They are genuine. The outline of Christ’s body and face is on them, produced by a light energy that no scientist can identify or debunk. 

			John says “he saw and believed.” He hadn’t believed until he saw. He sees himself as not much better than Doubting Thomas, who also said, in effect, “Seeing is believing.” 

			When Thomas believed, even though he had to see first, Jesus then responded, “Blessed are those who have not seen and have believed” (John 20:29). That’s us. Jesus is pronouncing a blessing on our faith. Accept that blessing. Your faith was both your free choice and a gift of God, the work of the Holy Spirit.

			Like Peter and John, we understand only after we believe. Faith is an understanding, a spiritual seeing. It is not a leap in the dark. It is a leap in the light. 

		

	
		
			Second Sunday of Easter 
(or of Divine Mercy)

			First Reading

			Acts 5:12–16	

			Many signs and wonders were done among the people at the hands of the apostles. They were all together in Solomon’s portico. None of the others dared to join them, but the people esteemed them. Yet more than ever, believers in the Lord, great numbers of men and women, were added to them. Thus they even carried the sick out into the streets and laid them on cots and mats so that when Peter came by, at least his shadow might fall on one or another of them. A large number of people from the towns in the vicinity of Jerusalem also gathered, bringing the sick and those disturbed by unclean spirits, and they were all cured.

				

			Christ is risen! Jesus is very much alive. He promised his disciples that he would perform even more miracles through them than he did himself, and in the Acts of the Apostles the story continues: we see Peter healing people just by his shadow. 

			Miracles have not stopped happening in any part of the world, even today. But they happen much more often in places where faith is strong, which is places like Africa and Latin America, and places where the Christian faith is persecuted, like China and many Muslim countries. 

			This might be a good opportunity to look at just what a miracle is, why God works miracles, and why he does not work more of them. 

			The word translated “miracles” in the New Testament is the Greek word that means “signs.” The point of miracles is not the miracle itself but what it signifies, what it points to. A sign points to something outside itself, something more than itself, something greater than itself. A street sign in New Jersey pointing east and saying “New York City 20 miles” is not greater than New York City itself. 

			Only God can work miracles. A supernatural act can be performed only by a supernatural actor. Any miracle, whether it was done by Jesus during his three-year ministry on earth, by his Apostles, or by anyone else in history, always points back to the God who is working the miracle, and reveals three things about God’s nature: it reveals his omnipotence, his omniscience, his omnibenevolence—that is, his unlimited power, wisdom, and love. Healings of the body are meant to point to the healing of the soul and to God the healer as the only one who can heal the soul. Healing physical blindness, healing of the outer eyes, is meant to point to the healing of the inner eye of the mind and to the healer as the only one who heals spiritual blindness. Saving bodies from physical death points to Jesus as the one who saves souls from spiritual death.

			That’s why Jesus didn’t do more miracles. He could have healed every blind, lame, and sick person in the world, but he didn’t. As a doctor, he was not much of a success. That’s not why he came. He didn’t come to replace science and medical technology, to put doctors and nurses and researchers out of work. He came to put the devil out of work.

			So that’s what a miracle is, why God works them, and why he doesn’t work more. They are just enough in number to show us that there is Somebody who has the knowledge, ability, and love to do far more than we can do—in fact, Someone who has unlimited knowledge, power, and love; for whom all things are possible; and whom we can trust with anything and everything. 

			Why doesn’t God do more miracles if he loves us so much? For the same reason parents don’t do all their kids’ homework if they love them. They do maybe just a few sample questions for them to show them that there are answers, to trust their teachers, and to show them how to do it themselves. You’ve probably heard the saying “If you give a man a fish, you feed him for a day; if you teach a man to fish, you feed him for a lifetime.” God is love, but love is often tough love, not always tender love. God is a good teacher. A teacher who does exactly what his students want is not a good teacher. A good teacher is one who does exactly what his students need. And one of the first things they need is to realize that their wants and their needs are not the same, and that their teacher knows their real needs better than they do. 

			Another meaning of the word “miracle” is “wonder,” or “something wonderful, something that elicits awe and amazement.” If miracles were common, they would no longer be wonderful, and they would defeat their own purpose. We appreciate things only by contrast. If there was no darkness, we would not appreciate light. If there was no pain, we would not appreciate pleasure. If there was no death, we would not appreciate life. People in Alaska appreciate the summer more than people in Hawaii. Diamonds and gold are precious only because they are rare. It’s the same with miracles. 

			Miracles tend to happen most at times of crisis, both in individual lives and in the life of a nation or the world. So if you want more miracles, you are wanting more emergencies, more crises. 

			That’s one reason you should not feel neglected if you have never received a miracle. A better reason is that you have. You have received the greatest miracle of all if you have been baptized in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. You have received God himself into your soul. You have received eternal life.  

			Second Reading

			Revelation 1:9–11a, 12–13, 17–19	

			I, John, your brother, who share with you the distress, the kingdom, and the endurance we have in Jesus, found myself on the island called Patmos because I proclaimed God’s word and gave testimony to Jesus. I was caught up in spirit on the Lord’s day and heard behind me a voice as loud as a trumpet, which said, “Write on a scroll what you see.” Then I turned to see whose voice it was that spoke to me, and when I turned, I saw seven gold lampstands and in the midst of the lampstands one like a son of man, wearing an ankle-length robe, with a gold sash around his chest. 

			When I caught sight of him, I fell down at his feet as though dead. He touched me with his right hand and said, “Do not be afraid. I am the first and the last, the one who lives. Once I was dead, but now I am alive forever and ever. I hold the keys to death and the netherworld. Write down, therefore, what you have seen, and what is happening, and what will happen afterwards.”

				

			Our second reading for today is from the beginning of the book of Revelation. It is a series of visions God gave to St. John in his old age while he was in exile on the island of Patmos. Look at some of the details and the symbolism in this rich passage.

			John begins by calling himself our “brother,” even though he is an Apostle. Why? Because he is an Apostle of Jesus, who calls us all brothers and sisters and teaches us all to call God our Father.

			By the way, the central point of the book of Revelation is not John but Jesus. It is a further “revelation” of the very same person who stands at the center of John’s Gospel, but this time in his heavenly glory. If we don’t “get” that point, if we think the center of this book is the end of the world and if we try to read it as a kind of puzzle to solve or a code to decipher to interpret our history and calculate when it will all end, we miss the central point and perspective of the book. Every single prediction about the end of the world based on this book—and there have been over a thousand of them—has proved false. 

			John was the only Apostle who was not martyred. Instead, he was exiled to the island of Patmos. The cave in which he had his visions is still there. Exile was a kind of death to most ancient people. He was exiled there because he proclaimed the Gospel publicly. It makes you think: if you were brought to trial on the charge of being a Christian, would there be enough evidence to convict you?

			John says he was “caught up in spirit.” He was in ecstasy, which means literally “standing outside yourself,” having an out-of-body experience. These visions were not from his own inner imagination but directly from God. It happens rarely, but it happens. It’s easy to mistake your own dreams for a vision from God, but when God sends you a vision, you never mistake it for one of your own dreams. 

			The voice John hears is not soft and soothing but piercing like a trumpet. When God speaks, we do not smile sleepily. And when we see God—the real God as distinct from the God of our dreams—we do not smile sweetly and sidle up to him like a comfortable chum. We do what John did: “I fell down at his feet as though dead.” Often throughout the Bible, when an angel of God appears, the first thing he has to say is “do not be afraid.” If you see an angel of God and your first reaction is not fear, you are either a greater saint than John or a greater fool than Judas.

			The angel does not say, “There is nothing to fear.” This is Almighty God speaking, not Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who famously said, “There is nothing to fear but fear itself.” There is something to fear, and it is not fear itself. It is God. His Word tells us that the “fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge” (Prov. 1:7). It is not the final end of wisdom—that’s love—but it is the beginning. It is precisely because there is something to fear that the voice says, “Do not be afraid.” “There is nothing to fear” is what you say to a foolish little child in the dark. “Do not be afraid” is what God says to us from the dazzling heavenly light.

			John hears the voice of God behind him, not in front of him, probably because that would be unendurable. And when he turns to see its source, he sees the Son of Man, the same Christ that he and Peter and James had seen on the mount of Transfiguration, now robed in gold in the midst of seven golden lampstands in his heavenly glory. 

			Christ then identifies himself as the Alpha and the Omega, the A and the Z, the first and the last. He is the first because he is the Creator, the Word by which God created the whole universe and created each human soul. He is also the first cause of our salvation, the giver of all graces. And he is the last because he is our final end, our ultimate meaning and purpose and greatest good and supreme happiness and perfection and consummation and joy. Philosophers ask the great question, What is the meaning of life? The Christian answer is that the meaning of life is Jesus Christ. 

			In the vision, Christ says, “Once I was dead, but now I am alive forever and ever. I hold the keys to death and the netherworld.” This is why we celebrate Easter. Because of what happened on Easter, because Christ conquered death, death has changed from being a dark door that leads out of the little light of this life into being a bright door that leads into the far greater light of heaven. Jesus changed the meaning of that door because he is the key that opens it. 

			It is in that light that God tells John to write down these visions. The visions in this book are highly mysterious and symbolic, but they are not its central point. Christ—the same Christ of the Gospels—is now speaking from his heavenly glory. The book is a God’s-eye picture book about human history, both past and future. It is not a book of puzzles that we have to solve by mental cleverness but a book of holy pictures, of icons, that we are to wonder at. We should read it with the wonder of awe, not the wonder of calculation. It is a wonderful book because it is wonder-full, full of wonders. It is addressed more to our imagination than to our calculating reason. A wondering child will “get it” better than a weary adult. Read it as a prayer. (In fact, reading Scripture in the presence of God is one of the very best ways to pray. Try it. You’ll like it. And read it aloud—adding sound to sight makes it twice as powerful.) 

			Like the rest of the Bible, the point of this book is a person. The Word of God on paper is a series of signs pointing to the Word of God in the flesh, and then on the wood of the cross, and then, risen and ascended, on a throne. The throne is made of light and love, of which the gold is only a symbol. Read this mysterious but wonder-full book to meet more of the risen Christ.

			Gospel

			John 20:19–31	

			On the evening of that first day of the week, when the doors were locked where the disciples were, for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood in their midst and said to them, “Peace be with you.” When he had said this, he showed them his hands and his side. The disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” And when he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. Whose sins you forgive are forgiven them, and whose sins you retain are retained.” 

			Thomas, called Didymus, one of the Twelve, was not with them when Jesus came. So the other disciples said to him, “We have seen the Lord.” But he said to them, “Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands and put my finger into the nailmarks and put my hand into his side, I will not believe.” 

			Now a week later his disciples were again inside and Thomas was with them. Jesus came, although the doors were locked, and stood in their midst and said, “Peace be with you.” Then he said to Thomas, “Put your finger here and see my hands, and bring your hand and put it into my side, and do not be unbelieving, but believe.” Thomas answered and said to him, “My Lord and my God!” Jesus said to him, “Have you come to believe because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and have believed.” 

			Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples that are not written in this book. But these are written that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that through this belief you may have life in his name.

				

			In today’s second reading, Christ tells John, in a vision, that he holds the keys of death because he has conquered death. He has risen. He has walked right through the door of death and back again. Here, he walks right through the doors of the fear of death. The Apostles had locked the doors of the upper room where they were staying for fear that the Jews who had killed Christ would come and kill them too. Christ conquers the fear of death by conquering death.

			Why do we fear death? For three reasons. 

			First, it is the great unknown. But Christ makes it known. Now we see death as not a dark door but a bright one. It leads to resurrection. It leads up to heaven, not down into the earth.

			Second, in death we seem to lose everything, all life and all the light and love in life. It all seems to go down the drain in death. But Christ opens this dark door to the light, to greater life and light and love (which are the three things we want the most). 

			The third reason is the most serious of all. We fear death because we fear the justice of the Last Judgment. For we know we are sinners and deserve punishment. But Christ has taken our punishment away. He has exchanged places with us: we get what he deserves, and he gets what we deserve. It is the great exchange: my life for yours. 

			Christ changes the meaning of death totally. St. Paul, speaking about the consequences of Jesus’ Resurrection in 1 Corinthians 15, one of the most triumphant and inspiring passages in the whole Bible, uses the image of a bee’s stinger. Paul taunts death as being no more fearful than a stingless bee. He says, “Where, O death, is your victory? / Where, O death, is your sting? / The sting of death is sin. . . . But thanks be to God who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 15:55–57). Death is now a stingless bee because Christ has taken its sting out of it. He drank its poison to save us from it. 

			The image of the sting and the bee makes the same point as the image of the door and the key. The point is that Christ changes everything for us, both life and death. “Behold, I make all things new” (Rev. 21:5), he says, in the book of Revelation. He says, in that same book, that these are the words of “the holy one, the true, who holds the key of David, who opens and no one shall close, who closes and no one shall open” (Rev. 3:7). When we sinned, we shut the door to heaven and opened the door to hell. When Christ died for our sins and rose for our salvation, he opened the door to heaven for us and shut the door to hell. 

			Jesus uses this same image of the open door and the shut door when he says to his Apostles, in today’s Gospel, “Whose sins you forgive are forgiven them, and whose sins you retain are retained.” This power of binding and loosing, of closing and opening the door to heaven, to reconciliation with God, is a power that only Jesus has; for no one can forgive sins but God alone. That was what the Jews said when they heard Jesus forgive people’s sins: “Who but God alone can forgive sins?” (Mark 2:7). If Jesus was not God, then his claim to forgive sins was utter blasphemy and deserved death. Jesus now gives this power to his Apostles, establishing the sacrament of Confession. 

			Before we go into that confessional booth, our sins are not forgiven, and after we emerge, they are. Our relation to God really changes in that little room. Adam walks in and Jesus walks out. The devil hates and fears that place. The words of absolution that the priest utters are not just human words—they are divine words, divine promises. They have the real power to forgive, to communicate God’s forgiveness; for God gave the authority to exercise that power to his Apostles and their successors. It’s the author alone who has authority to authorize his successors. And they alone have the power to authorize their successors, through “apostolic succession,” through the sacrament of Holy Orders. You know your sins are forgiven when you confess them to a Catholic priest not because the priest is holy enough or because you are holy enough but because Jesus is holy enough and powerful enough to do what he did here, in these words. The words of God are true. God cannot lie. 

			We have to believe it, of course. We have to have faith. Faith does not make it true; it’s an objective truth whether we subjectively believe it or not. But if we don’t believe it, we don’t get the grace. Doubting Thomas refused to believe until he saw with his own eyes that this was really Jesus resurrected. But then he said, “My Lord and my God!” (John 20:28). An excellent five words for us all to repeat when we receive Holy Communion! Jesus accepts even this second-rate faith, the faith that believes only after it sees; but he says it is more blessed to believe before we see. That’s us. We can be more blessed than Doubting Thomas, who was an Apostle and a saint! 

			Thomas said, in effect, “Seeing is believing.” He got it wrong. He should have said, “Believing is seeing.” It’s believing that comes first, and then seeing. If we believe, if we have faith, we will see that faith rewarded: partly, in this life, and totally, in the next.

			John ends his Gospel with the words that tell us why he wrote it, and why God inspired the whole Bible to be written: “That you may [come to] believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through this belief you may have life in his name” (John 20:31). Belief means faith, and faith means trust, and trust means love, and love means life and joy. It’s so simple that a child can understand it. Only professional Scripture scholars with PhDs could possibly miss it. 

			But some professors actually profess it. Someone once asked Karl Barth, after his last lecture, “Professor Barth, most of us believe you are the greatest theologian of the twentieth century. What is the profoundest idea you have ever had?” Barth answered instantly: “Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.” 

		

	
		
			Third Sunday of Easter

			First Reading

			Acts 5:27–32, 40b–41	

			When the captain and the court officers had brought the apostles in and made them stand before the Sanhedrin, the high priest questioned them, “We gave you strict orders, did we not, to stop teaching in that name? Yet you have filled Jerusalem with your teaching and want to bring this man’s blood upon us.” But Peter and the apostles said in reply, “We must obey God rather than men. The God of our ancestors raised Jesus, though you had him killed by hanging him on a tree. God exalted him at his right hand as leader and savior to grant Israel repentance and forgiveness of sins. We are witnesses of these things, as is the Holy Spirit whom God has given to those who obey him.” 

			The Sanhedrin ordered the apostles to stop speaking in the name of Jesus, and dismissed them. So they left the presence of the Sanhedrin, rejoicing that they had been found worthy to suffer dishonor for the sake of the name.

				

			“We must obey God rather than man!” That has been the rallying cry of all the prophets and martyrs when confronting their persecutors and explaining why they chose what seemed foolish in the eyes of men. That has been the rallying cry of all the saints, who ignored the tempting voices of compromise from their worldly culture around them. It is to be the rallying cry of all Christians, not just prophets and saints and martyrs. In other words, we are all called to be prophets to our culture, saints for our God, and martyrs for our faith. 

			We will be ill-treated. That’s a promise from our Lord, who said, “In the world you will have trouble, but take courage, I have conquered the world” (John 16:33). 

			Only three men in history have said they had overcome the world. Alexander the Great said it after his armies had conquered the whole world and he complained that he had “no more worlds to conquer.” Poor fool, he forgot about the most important world of all—the world of his own soul. Buddha said he had overcome the world after he had taught a philosophy that dismissed all the things in the world as illusions, including individual souls and bodies, a philosophy that denied both God and the soul, the image of God. Jesus was the third man who said he had overcome the world, and he was the only one who actually accomplished it.

			We do not need to say “we will obey God rather than man” when the will of man and the will of God do not conflict. But they are bound to conflict somewhere, and then we are bound to choose. As Joshua said to the Israelites when they were afraid to enter the Promised Land, “Decide today whom you will serve, the gods your fathers served beyond the River of the gods of the Amorites in whose country you are now dwelling. As for me and my household, we will serve the Lord” (Josh. 24:15). The name “Joshua” means the same thing as “Jesus.” The name means “God saves,” or “God is the Savior.” Joshua was the successor of Moses, and Moses had said the same thing to the chosen people in his last sermon, right before appointing Joshua as his successor. He said, “I call heaven and earth today to witness against you: I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse. Choose life” (Deut. 30:19). We have to choose. We cannot choose not to choose. There are only two options, not three: God or not God. To choose not to choose is to choose not God. 

			If you choose God, you will get two things. You will get sufferings and scars in this world, and you will get God in the next. What should we do about the scars? What the Apostles did: they rejoiced that their Lord had found them worthy to bear those scars for the sake of his name. They were badges of honor, like the Purple Heart.

			It’s very significant that those who have only riches and fame and power from this world typically go through life with complaints on their lips and resentment in their hearts, while the saints and martyrs go to their deaths with hymns on their lips and forgiveness in their hearts. That’s empirical data, and anyone can see it. What explains the data? The answer is in the Bible, and anyone can believe it. 

			Second Reading

			Revelation 5:11–14	

			I, John, looked and heard the voices of many angels who surrounded the throne and the living creatures and the elders. They were countless in number, and they cried out in a loud voice: 

			“Worthy is the Lamb that was slain 

			to receive power and riches, wisdom and strength, 

			honor and glory and blessing.” 

			Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and in the sea, everything in the universe, cry out: 

			“To the one who sits on the throne and to the Lamb 

			be blessing and honor, glory and might, 

			forever and ever.” 

			The four living creatures answered, “Amen,” and the elders fell down and worshiped.

				

			The Book of Revelation is full of liturgical worship. The Mass, here on earth, is a participation in this heavenly worship. This passage gives us a cast of characters for it. Who is there? Who is worshiping Christ in this heavenly vision? Jews and Gentiles, saints and sinners, patriarchs and prophets and priests, kings and peasants, men and women, old and young, from every nation and tribe and people. The Letter to the Hebrews says that “you have approached Mount Zion and the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and countless angels in festal gathering, and the assembly of the firstborn enrolled in heaven, and God the judge of all, and the spirits of the just made perfect, and Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and the sprinkled blood that speaks more eloquently than that of Abel” (Heb. 12:22–24). That’s what we have come to when we come to church for the Mass.

			Even more than that, our text says, “I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and in the sea, everything in the universe, cry out: / ‘To the one who sits on the throne and to the Lamb / be blessing and honor, glory and might, / forever and ever.’” It’s the last verse of the last Psalm—Psalm 150: “Let everything that has breath praise the Lord!” (Ps. 150:6). It’s the Mass of the universe. And of the angels, the innumerable angels who are outside the physical universe. Everything that exists praises and worships and glorifies God, from atoms to archangels, from geese to galaxies, from the blood given by martyrs to the blood taken by mosquitoes, both lions and lambs, both light and darkness. Everything. Everything God created. Everything except our sin. 

			What are we to do about that? Jesus tells us. When the Pharisees tried to quiet the people’s songs of praise to him on Palm Sunday, he said, “If they keep silent, the stones will cry out!” (Luke 19:40). What we are to do is simply to sing along, to join the universal chorus, the chorus of the universe. Sing! Everything else in the universe sings praise to God in every place and time; how dare you be the one exception?

			Gospel

			John 21:1–19	
(or John 21:1–14)

			At that time, Jesus revealed himself again to his disciples at the Sea of Tiberias. He revealed himself in this way. Together were Simon Peter, Thomas called Didymus, Nathanael from Cana in Galilee, Zebedee’s sons, and two others of his disciples. Simon Peter said to them, “I am going fishing.” They said to him, “We also will come with you.” So they went out and got into the boat, but that night they caught nothing. When it was already dawn, Jesus was standing on the shore; but the disciples did not realize that it was Jesus. Jesus said to them, “Children, have you caught anything to eat?” They answered him, “No.” So he said to them, “Cast the net over the right side of the boat and you will find something.” So they cast it, and were not able to pull it in because of the number of fish. So the disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter, “It is the Lord.” When Simon Peter heard that it was the Lord, he tucked in his garment, for he was lightly clad, and jumped into the sea. The other disciples came in the boat, for they were not far from shore, only about a hundred yards, dragging the net with the fish. When they climbed out on shore, they saw a charcoal fire with fish on it and bread. Jesus said to them, “Bring some of the fish you just caught.” So Simon Peter went over and dragged the net ashore full of one hundred fifty-three large fish. Even though there were so many, the net was not torn. Jesus said to them, “Come, have breakfast.” And none of the disciples dared to ask him, “Who are you?” because they realized it was the Lord. Jesus came over and took the bread and gave it to them, and in like manner the fish. This was now the third time Jesus was revealed to his disciples after being raised from the dead. 

			When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?” Simon Peter answered him, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my lambs.” He then said to Simon Peter a second time, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?” Simon Peter answered him, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Tend my sheep.” Jesus said to him the third time, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?” Peter was distressed that Jesus had said to him a third time, “Do you love me?” and he said to him, “Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my sheep. Amen, amen, I say to you, when you were younger, you used to dress yourself and go where you wanted; but when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go.” He said this signifying by what kind of death he would glorify God. And when he had said this, he said to him, “Follow me.”

				

			Let’s look at four things in this story.

			The first thing to notice here is that the disciples have been Jesus’ disciples for three years, have given their whole lives to him, have seen him crucified and risen from the dead and he had appeared to them twice after his resurrection—so what do they do now? What comes next? They have no idea. The only thing they can think of is to go back to their old life as if nothing had happened to interrupt it! “Well, I guess we go back fishing now,” says Peter. It’s almost hilariously funny. I think Jesus must have infinite patience and a great sense of humor to put up with us. An alternative title for the Gospels could be Christianity for Dummies.

			The second thing to notice is that the Apostles, Jesus’ best friends, didn’t know it was him at first—and then they did. The same thing happened in every other post-Resurrection appearance. Mary Magdalene mistakes him for the gardener, until he calls her by name, “Mary” (John 20:11–18). The Apostles in the upper room mistake him for a ghost until he eats some fish to prove that he has a body (Luke 24:36–43). The two disciples on the road to Emmaus don’t recognize him even as their hearts are burning as he explains all the messianic passages in the Scriptures to them on the road, and they recognize him only when he breaks the bread and celebrates the Eucharist (Luke 24:13–35). Here, the Apostles don’t recognize him on the beach, but only when they see the miracle of 153 fish who swim right into their net. 

			There are two unanswered questions here. First, why didn’t his best friends recognize him? How had he changed? We have no answer to that question. Second, how did they then eventually recognize him? The answer in that case is clear: they recognized him by what he did. 

			These actions are clues about what kind of bodies we will have in heaven. They will certainly be very different. St. Paul calls them “spiritual bodies” rather than “natural bodies” in 1 Corinthians 15:44. But will we recognize each other in heaven, then? The answer is: Will we be bigger fools there than we are here? But most of the rest is speculation. We just don’t know. Isn’t that wonderful? Wouldn’t it be boring if we didn’t have any mysteries? Wouldn’t it be awful if heaven had fewer surprises than earth? It’s as if Jesus is gently teasing us.

			The third thing to notice is that Jesus serves a meal of fish and bread to his Apostles. This must have reminded them of the two times they had seen him feed thousands of people by multiplying bread and fishes. If he could feed five thousand disciples with two fish, he could certainly feed seven with 153. Again, there is a note of gentle, ironic humor here. 

			The fourth thing to notice is that Jesus asks Peter three times, “Do you love me?” Before Jesus’ arrest and trial and Crucifixion, Peter had said to Jesus that he loved him more than any of the other Apostles did. Then, the very next day, he denied knowing Jesus three times, and ran away, leaving only John to stay with Jesus to the end. Now Jesus uses Peter’s own words to remind him of this rash and self-righteous promise. 

			Peter simply and honestly answers: “Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.” But the word Jesus uses in the question for “love” is agape, the love that Jesus exemplified, the totally self-giving love that is willing to die for the beloved. And Peter is honest enough not to say he has that love, the agape love Jesus lived and that Jesus demands of us. Peter uses the word philia for love when he says, “You know that I love you.” Philia means “friendship,” which is a very good thing, but it is only a natural, human love, not the divine, supernatural love that Jesus exemplifies and demands of us. 

			Since Peter denied Jesus three times, Jesus gives Peter a second chance three times by asking him the same question three times: “Do you love me?” Peter is hurt and upset at Jesus’ third question not because he made Jesus ask the same question three times but because Jesus changed the word for “love” in his third question. Twice he asked Peter whether he had agape, and Peter replied that he had only philia; and now Jesus comes down to Peter’s level and asks whether he has at least philia. Peter was upset because his lack of agape had made Jesus come down to his level. And even on that level, Jesus had to question even Peter’s philia, Peter’s friendship, Peter’s natural love. 

			After eliciting this threefold confession from Peter, to undo Peter’s threefold denial during Jesus’ trial, Jesus then prophesies that Peter will attain the next level and practice agape, the self-sacrificial love that will give everything, even life itself. He prophesizes Peter’s martyrdom. This is not a pessimistic prophecy but an optimistic one because it means that Peter will die in the same way Jesus does, as a martyr, out of agape love. 

			Jesus is always doing this: first bringing his disciples down and out of their pride when they feel up, and then bringing them up and out of their despair when they feel down. He does that to us too. 

			Peter was crucified in Rome, and he asked to be crucified upside down because he said he was not worthy to be crucified with his head up, like his Lord. 

			Peter had learned his lesson—a lesson John put in his Gospel for us, because we have to learn it too. We have to learn to become saints of agape, either in this world or in purgatory. 

			And the result will be eternal and incomparable joy.

		

	
		
			Fourth Sunday of Easter

			First Reading

			Acts 13:14, 43–52	

			Paul and Barnabas continued on from Perga and reached Antioch in Pisidia. On the sabbath they entered the synagogue and took their seats. Many Jews and worshipers who were converts to Judaism followed Paul and Barnabas, who spoke to them and urged them to remain faithful to the grace of God. 

			On the following sabbath almost the whole city gathered to hear the word of the Lord. When the Jews saw the crowds, they were filled with jealousy and with violent abuse contradicted what Paul said. Both Paul and Barnabas spoke out boldly and said, “It was necessary that the word of God be spoken to you first, but since you reject it and condemn yourselves as unworthy of eternal life, we now turn to the Gentiles. For so the Lord has commanded us, 

			I have made you a light to the Gentiles, 

			that you may be an instrument of salvation 

			to the ends of the earth.” 

			The Gentiles were delighted when they heard this and glorified the word of the Lord. All who were destined for eternal life came to believe, and the word of the Lord continued to spread through the whole region. The Jews, however, incited the women of prominence who were worshipers and the leading men of the city, stirred up a persecution against Paul and Barnabas, and expelled them from their territory. So they shook the dust from their feet in protest against them, and went to Iconium. The disciples were filled with joy and the Holy Spirit.

				

			The disciples’ reaction to persecution was to be filled with joy. This joy did not come from their sufferings; they were not masochists. It did not come from them at all. The Greek verb is passive: “they were filled,” like tires with air or gas tanks with gasoline. The joy was pumped into them from outside, from the Holy Spirit. And he does the same to everyone when they suffer out of love for Christ. 

			Love without suffering is sweet, but it is soft and sentimental; suffering without love is strong, but it is hard and bitter; but love that suffers is both strong and sweet. It is the most powerful thing in the world. It conquered hell on the cross, it conquered death in the Resurrection, and it conquers sin in the lives of the saints. It conquered the world, the flesh, and the devil. It conquered billions of human hearts in this world, and it will conquer the Sacred Heart of Jesus in heaven. If we fall in love with him here, he will fall in love with us in heaven forever. 

			Love and suffering are like an epoxy glue: the power comes only when the two parts are put together. Suicide bombers embrace suffering and even death, but out of hate, not love. Christians in the rich and comfortable Western world embrace love but not suffering. Irreligious and antireligious people embrace neither love nor suffering. No one of those three groups will conquer the world. But the saints will because that’s what their Lord did.

			Second Reading

			Revelation 7:9, 14b–17	

			I, John, had a vision of a great multitude, which no one could count, from every nation, race, people, and tongue. They stood before the throne and before the Lamb, wearing white robes and holding palm branches in their hands. 

			Then one of the elders said to me, “These are the ones who have survived the time of great distress; they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. 

			“For this reason they stand before God’s throne 

			and worship him day and night in his temple. 

			The one who sits on the throne will shelter them. 

			They will not hunger or thirst anymore, 

			nor will the sun or any heat strike them. 

			For the Lamb who is in the center of the throne 

			will shepherd them 

			and lead them to springs of life-giving water, 

			and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”

				

			The life of the saints in heaven is described in today’s passage from the book of Revelation. The book uses symbols that have become traditional and familiar because they are so powerful and profound. Even though to most people today they are only shallow clichés and platitudes, that proves something about their power, for shallow symbols don’t have the power to become lasting clichés or platitudes. 

			The symbols include thrones, white robes, and palm branches; the blood of the Lamb, the springs of life-giving water, the innumerable numbers, and every tear wiped from their eyes. 

			The Blood of the Lamb means the Passover, when the Jews were spared from the angel of death by putting lamb’s blood on their doorposts according to God’s command. And of course that, in turn, means our salvation from eternal death by the divine blood shed by Christ, the Lamb of God, on the cross. And the color white, the color of the saints’ robes, symbolizes purity. That’s why brides wear white wedding gowns: to reflect the expectation that they are virgins, which every society in human history expected until our “sexual revolution.” 

			Let’s just try to probe more deeply into one of these symbols, the one that seems the most puzzling and even self-contradictory: the relation between the blood and the white robes. In St. John’s vision, the saints are wearing white robes because they have washed them, but not in soap. They have washed their robes in blood, the Lamb’s blood, and that has made them white. 

			Now that is a shocking symbol because when we get blood on clothing, we try to bleach it out. Blood takes away the whiteness of a robe; it doesn’t make it white. When a murderer tries to clean away the evidence of his deed, he doesn’t wash the blood away with blood but with soap and water or Clorox. But this symbol is not a mistake. It’s deliberate. The writer could have explained the white robes by bleach. They had bleach in those days. St. Mark, describing Jesus’ white robes in the vision of the Transfiguration, says that “his clothes became dazzling white, such as no fuller on earth could bleach them” (Mark 9:3).

			Sin is like dirt. It sticks to us; it becomes part of who we are. Every act that we perform has a rebound effect, a feedback on our character. Every act affects both the doer and the receiver of it. The same stroke of the axe that weakens the tree strengthens the muscle of the lumberjack. The same stroke of the axe that softens the head of the murder victim hardens the heart of the murderer.

			If sin is like a stain on our character, how can we wipe away that stain? Here’s the shocking bad news: we can’t. We are like drowning swimmers thrashing around in the water who come closer to drowning with every desperate thrash. Sin is like quicksand: we have no foundation to stand on to get out. We can’t pull ourselves up by our own bootstraps, either physically or spiritually. We need help. We need a Savior. We can’t wash ourselves clean. We need God to wash us.

			Thus we need to be “washed.” And we are. We are washed in “the blood of the Lamb.” Notice the verb: we do not wash ourselves; we are washed. He washes us clean by his own infinitely powerful divine blood. 

			But we have to consent. We are receptive but not passive; he will not wash us without our free consent.

			The Blood of the Lamb, the Lamb of God, the sacrificial Lamb is of course Christ, who shed his blood on the cross to take away our sins. It works like one half of a reverse epoxy. An epoxy is a glue with two parts; when the two parts are mixed together, it sticks forever. A reverse epoxy would be a glue remover in two parts, a glue dissolver, so that only when both parts are mixed together does the glue dissolve. One of the two parts is what God does to atone for our sins, to wash us clean, to dissolve the glue that sticks us to sin and sin to us. That’s Christ’s blood, Christ’s death, his gift of blood, his gift of his life. The other part is our free choice to repent and believe, to accept this divine gift. It’s not Christ’s blood alone without our consent—that would be impersonal magic—and it’s not our free choice and effort of will alone without Christ’s blood—that would be self-salvation—but it’s both together that dissolve the glue and remove our sins from us and send them to hell and us to heaven. 

			These are all images, symbols, analogies. Sin is not literal dirt, but it is like dirt. Salvation is not literally cleaning or bleaching, but it is like cleaning or bleaching. God put us into a world that has both physical and spiritual meaning because we are creatures that are both physical and spiritual. The analogies are providential, and the symbols are deliberate. We didn’t invent them, God did.

			Not everything here is symbolic, even in the symbol. In the symbol of the Blood of the Lamb, the Lamb is symbolic—Christ is not a wooly little animal—but the Blood is literal. If Jesus had not literally shed his blood on the cross, we would have no hope. We are not saved by anyone else. If you were there, on Calvary, when Jesus and the two thieves were bleeding to death, and if you stood under Christ’s cross and received his blood, and if you had faith in him, that blood would save your soul and atone for your sins and give you eternal life, supernatural life. But if you stood a few feet away, under one of the other two crosses, and received that merely human blood, then even if you had faith, your faith alone would not be enough to save you. 

			If you receive a little piece of bread and a sip of wine in another Christian church, not a Catholic or an Orthodox Church—which have apostolic succession of priests with the power to consecrate and transubstantiate bread and wine into Christ’s Body and Blood—even if you have faith, your faith does not turn that bread and wine into Christ’s Body and Blood. Your faith is only half the epoxy. The Blood of the Lamb is the other half, and it’s the half that does the work, if you accept it, if you let it in by your faith. It dissolves the glue that sticks sin to your soul.

			Of course, God can also work outside his sacraments, as our Catechism clearly says. But the sacraments really do work, not just from within, from our faith, but from without, from God’s power. As the old Protestant hymn says, “There’s power in the Blood.”

			One more little detail of the symbol of the white robes. Notice that the clothing worn by the saints in heaven is not sashes or hats or shoes or shirts but robes. Robes cover the whole body. Christ’s righteousness covers our whole life, atones for all our sins. There is no part of us that is not saved and sanctified and changed by Christ. He is the one who says, “Behold, I make all things new” (Rev. 21:5). 

			Gospel 

			John 10:27–30	

			Jesus said: “My sheep hear my voice; I know them, and they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish. No one can take them out of my hand. My Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all, and no one can take them out of the Father’s hand. The Father and I are one.”

				

			The words in today’s Gospel are some of the most comforting words in the Bible, spoken to us by Christ: “My sheep hear my voice; I know them.” I think the most terrifying words in the Bible are the opposite words, the words he says he will speak to some of the damned at the Last Judgment: “I never knew you. Depart from me” (Matt. 7:23). 

			Even from an earthly father, the words “I never knew you” are more terrifying than “I know you and I hate you.” The most total opposite of love is not hate but indifference, because you can both love and hate the same person at the same time—in fact it’s probably someone in your family. You probably do that to yourself: when you’ve done something really foolish you hate yourself for that but if you didn’t love yourself and care about yourself you wouldn’t be so upset, you wouldn’t hate yourself nearly as much. So you can love and hate the same person at the same time: yourself. But you can’t love and be indifferent to the same person at the same time. 

			Psalm 1, which is about the two ways of life that lead to two opposite destinations—life and death, heaven and hell, salvation and damnation—concludes with this as the difference between the saved and the damned: “The Lord knows the way of the just, but the way of the wicked leads to ruin” (Ps. 1:6). What does that mean? For a Christian, “The way of the just” is not a set of ideas or rules; it is a person, the One who said, “I am the way and the truth and the life” (John 14:6; emphasis added). 

			God’s knowledge creates; ours discovers. With us, a thing must exist first, and then we know it. But with God, the thing exists only after he knows it. He knows it into existence. His knowledge is creative. Human knowledge can be creative too, in the arts, but we cannot create reality itself; we can only create new arrangements of reality. Reality is the standard for our knowledge, but God’s knowledge is the standard for reality. We are real because God knows us. We are saved because God knows us. At the Last Judgment, he will say to the angels: “Bring them here to me. I know them. They’re my children. They belong here with me.” 

			Imagine at the Last Judgment, God saying to you: “I know everything, so I know all sorts of things about you, but I don’t know you.” That would be terrifying. It would be like hearing that from your earthly father but multiplied by infinity. If he does not know you, you don’t really know him either. If you are a stranger to him, then he is also a stranger to you. The personal “knowledge” is a two-way relationship. 

			Jesus says that his sheep, his disciples, his children, those who are on their way to heaven, “know” him and he “knows” them. There are goats as well as sheep, and they do not know him, and he does not know them. 

			What kind of knowledge is that? Personal knowledge, not just factual knowledge. Not knowledge about a person but knowledge of a person. Most languages have two different words for those two different kinds of knowledge; English has only one. In French, they’re connaître and savoir, in German they’re kennen and wissen. One kind of knowledge is like marriage; the other is like science. One kind is a personal relationship; the other is a set of ideas. Ideas are terribly important, but you don’t get to heaven by a set of ideas, by passing a theology test. It’s not what you know but who you know. Jesus’ sheep follow the good shepherd because they know him; they hear his voice and recognize it. 

			Some shepherds, like sheep dogs, move their sheep by fear. They walk behind them and chase them in the direction they want them to go. Other shepherds move their sheep by love. They walk ahead of the sheep and the sheep of their own will follow the shepherd because they know him and trust him. Jesus is the second kind of shepherd, the good shepherd. The force by which he moves us is love. 

			What does it mean to “know” Christ? It means to love him and to trust him. Love and trust always go together. If you don’t love somebody, you can’t trust them, and if you can’t trust them, you don’t love them. In the language of the Bible, love, like trust, or personal faith, is a kind of knowing. The Hebrew word for the kind of knowledge that is the knowledge of a person can also mean sexual intercourse: Genesis says that “Adam knew his wife Eve” (Gen. 4:1 RSV-CE), and the result was not books but babies—Cain and Abel. 

			Love is not essentially a feeling but a knowing; in fact, the deepest kind of knowing. Who knows you best: Is it your best friend, who would never win money on a quiz show but who loves you so truly that he would instantly give up his life for you? Or is it the world’s greatest psychologist, who knows you only as his patient and who studies all the ins and outs of your mind like a scientist studying an amoeba through a microscope, but who doesn’t love you? Who really knows you? No contest.

			Your heavenly Father knows you, and you know him, because you are his child. You are his child because Christ has made you his child. Christ gave his disciples the “Our Father” as their most perfect prayer; he also made it possible for them to say it truly. He made God our Father by making us God’s children.

			But isn’t God everybody’s father? No. Not according to God’s own Word. God is not everybody’s father. God loves everyone and wants everyone to be saved, but not everyone loves him back and trusts him and believes in him and thus “knows” him and is known by him and thus has become his son or daughter, has been adopted into his family, has been “born again” into eternal life by faith and Baptism.

			We don’t get eternal life from our parents. Our parents can only give us natural life, not supernatural life. You can’t give what you don’t have. Only God has supernatural life, and only God can give that to you. You don’t get an automatic ticket to heaven just by being born; that’s only how you get a ticket to earth. According to Jesus—and who would know better than him?—you get to heaven not by being born but by being reborn. It’s not forced, it’s free; it has to be chosen. Faith, hope, and love are the three dimensions of choosing it. 

			What I’ve just said may sound strange or surprising or even shocking to some of you, but it’s clearly taught on almost every page of the New Testament. What is not clearly taught anywhere, either by the Church or the Bible or by Jesus, is how many are saved. When the disciples asked Jesus that question, he answered simply, “Strive to enter” (Luke 13:24). In other words, mind your own business. How many good atheists will be saved? How many pagans? How many Buddhists? We have no idea. We are told not to judge. Because we are not the judge of that, God is. God alone reads the deepest depths of human hearts. God only knows who really knows him, deep down, perhaps beneath many confused and wrong ideas and behaviors. And God only knows who doesn’t really know him, deep down, perhaps beneath many true ideas and good behaviors. The Pharisees knew their theology and their behavior was very proper, but Jesus told them they were on their way to hell.

			Let’s not forget the distinction between what we don’t know and what we do know, what God has not told us and what he has told us. God has not told us the comparative population statistics of heaven and hell. But he has told us very clearly what the way to heaven is. It is a person. His name is Jesus. Be sure you know him.  

		

	
		
			Fifth Sunday of Easter

			First Reading

			Acts 14:21–27	

			After Paul and Barnabas had proclaimed the good news to that city and made a considerable number of disciples, they returned to Lystra and to Iconium and to Antioch. They strengthened the spirits of the disciples and exhorted them to persevere in the faith, saying, “It is necessary for us to undergo many hardships to enter the kingdom of God.” They appointed elders for them in each church and, with prayer and fasting, commended them to the Lord in whom they had put their faith. Then they traveled through Pisidia and reached Pamphylia. After proclaiming the word at Perga they went down to Attalia. From there they sailed to Antioch, where they had been commended to the grace of God for the work they had now accomplished. And when they arrived, they called the church together and reported what God had done with them and how he had opened the door of faith to the Gentiles.

				

			Today’s reading from Acts is like last Sunday’s: it’s mainly a list of cities Paul and Barnabas went to in order to preach the Gospel. I apologize for not finding anything more edifying in this passage. I don’t know why our liturgical experts chose it. Perhaps they run a Mediterranean travel agency.

			Second Reading

			Revelation 21:1–5a	

			Then I, John, saw a new heaven and a new earth. The former heaven and the former earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. I also saw the holy city, a new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, God’s dwelling is with the human race. He will dwell with them and they will be his people and God himself will always be with them as their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes, and there shall be no more death or mourning, wailing or pain, for the old order has passed away.” 

			The One who sat on the throne said, “Behold, I make all things new.”

				

			What a vision! George Lucas, Steven Spielberg, and Peter Jackson together couldn’t make a more spectacular apocalyptic science fiction or fantasy movie than this one. The whole world, the whole universe, the heavens as well as the earth have passed away and a whole new universe, a new heaven and a new earth, have replaced them. The ultimate disaster movie: the whole universe dies and a new one is created, by the only One who can do it, the One who created the first one.

			The little detail “the sea was no more” does not mean there is no swimming or surfing or sailing in the new earth. It means there is no death. In the Bible the sea is usually an image of death. Thus Noah’s flood was the death of everyone except Noah and his family. And thus the crossing of the Red Sea to the Promised Land was a natural symbol of the conquest of death and resurrection to heaven—the Promised Land—through the wilderness of purgatory. And thus Baptism by immersion in water also symbolizes death and resurrection. In another vision in this book, the beast, the devil, arises out of the sea. God is the Lord of life and Satan is the lord of death. The Elizabethan poet John Donne’s great line comes true in heaven: “Death, thou shalt die!”

			Then comes one of the strangest events in the Bible. It is the next-to-last event described: a great golden city. But it is not built from below, like all other cities, but descends from above. In that city the last event will happen, the consummation of all time and history. It is a wedding: the wedding between God and his people, between the Lamb and his Bride, the Church—that is, us.

			Throughout the Bible we have the same recurring imagery of some things rising up and other things coming down. God comes down to create mankind and a world for man, and a garden in that world, and in it everything is good. Then man’s hand reaches up to steal the forbidden fruit to be like God, and that rise is really a fall. Then comes the Cain and Abel story, which exemplifies the same point: Abel’s sacrifice to God is accepted because he does things God’s way, while Cain’s is not because he did it his way. God wanted lamb’s blood and Cain gave him only vegetables. A little later we have the Tower of Babel showing the same symbolism. Mankind tries to be like God by building a great tower rising up into the heavens, but it is built only on human foundations, by merely human effort, and it cannot be finished. The reason is that the languages of mankind divide them. The foundation of this work was language, speech, and human reason, and that foundation could not support a stairway to heaven. Immediately after that story we get the opposite image: God’s successful way down instead of man’s unsuccessful way up. God calls Abraham and promises him that he will bless all the nations of the earth through him. Abraham is the first of God’s chosen people, the Jews, who are history’s greatest success story. They have been hated more than any other people in history, yet no one can wipe them out: not Pharaoh, not Haman, not Hitler. The Savior of all the world is one of them. He comes down from heaven into Mary’s womb. God’s way down works the greatest of all works, salvation. But nobody’s expectations of the promised Messiah work. They’re all wrong; they all collapse like the Tower of Babel compared to the true Messiah. The way up fails. The Pharisees’ way up, getting to heaven by being self-righteous, building a Tower of Babel out of their own good deeds, does not work. But God’s way down, by sheer mercy and grace, does work. Finally, at the end of history, just before this passage from the book of Revelation, we have the last collapse of the last Tower of Babel: the unholy city of Babylon, the evil twin of the holy city of Jerusalem. It took centuries to raise the city of this world, the city of man, and it fell in one day. And it was replaced by the opposite city, the New Jerusalem, which comes down out of heaven, like Jacob’s Ladder, like Christ. All man’s attempts to scale the mountain of God, all roads up the mountain, all the religions of the world, are indeed equal: equally failures. Only the one way God makes down from the mountaintop, the one who said “I am the way,” can get us up. 

			[image: ] 

			In the last verse of this passage, when the new heaven and new earth and the New Jerusalem finally come, Jesus says: “Behold, I make all things new.” It was certainly God’s inspiration as well as Mel Gibson’s genius that led him to do what he did in his movie The Passion of the Christ with the words of this passage. He put them into Jesus’ mouth on the via dolorosa, the Way of the Cross, when Mary, seeing Jesus carrying his cross, is in agony at Jesus’ terrible sufferings, and he says, embracing his cross, “See, Mother, I make all things new!”

			That is my candidate for the greatest line in the history of cinema. Because that is the meaning of all of human history. That is what Jesus is doing right now in your life and in the life of the world: he is making everything new. That’s why life is so confusing: because he is demolishing your old house and building your new one in the same place and time. That’s what Jesus is doing to us every moment of our life. A house is what you live in, and your old house is not merely the universe, or the planet Earth, or your community; it is your self. Jesus is gradually making a new you and a new world. The new you will have no tears, and it will have no sin. It will have no tears because it will have no sin. 

			If you saw that heavenly self now, you would probably not recognize it. You might even be tempted to worship it. Because it would look like Jesus. What does that mean? We don’t know what Jesus looked like in his body. But we do know what he looked like in his soul. And that’s what you are destined to be like: like him. Jesus is true man as well as true God; and true man is who we are destined to be. Pope John Paul II’s favorite quote from the documents of Vatican II was: Christ “fully reveals man to man himself.” Knowing God and knowing yourself are the two most important things for us to know because those are the only two persons whom you can never, ever escape for even a moment, either in time or in eternity.

			Gospel

			John 13:31–33a, 34–35	

			When Judas had left them, Jesus said, “Now is the Son of Man glorified, and God is glorified in him. If God is glorified in him, God will also glorify him in himself, and God will glorify him at once. My children, I will be with you only a little while longer. I give you a new commandment: love one another. As I have loved you, so you also should love one another. This is how all will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”

				

			In today’s Gospel, Jesus speaks of glorifying his Father and his Father glorifying him; but what is shocking is that this glorification is his suffering and death, which is now about to take place because, as the first words say, “Judas had left” to do the dreadful deed of betraying Christ and setting up his Crucifixion. What a paradox! When we think of glory, we think of joy and light and beauty and triumph; and when we think of suffering and death, we think of misery and darkness and ugliness and failure and loss. Jesus seems to put everything upside down and backward. 

			So do we, if we call the sacred holiday, or holy day, that comes just before Easter “Good” Friday. Why do we say that? Because Jesus says it. Jesus says here that what is about to happen on the cross is not just good but supremely good, his supreme glorification of the Father and the Father’s glorification of him. 

			Whatever does this mean?

			It is his glorification of his Father because it is his supreme obedience to his Father, to his Father’s will. He prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane, “Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me; yet, not as I will, but as you will” (Matt. 26:39). That is the essence of holiness, or sanctity, and there is nothing more glorious than that, nothing more triumphant and successful than sanctity, because sanctity means essentially the love that gives everything, that gives itself; and that love was Jesus’ motive for enduring his terrible sufferings: total, perfect love. The love reached out in two directions: his love of us and also his love of his Father—his total, nothing-held-back desire to do his Father’s will. That’s what glorified God—not the suffering itself but the love with which he endured it. It was the greatest act of love in history and therefore the most God-glorifying thing anyone ever did. 

			If God the Father had human emotions, he would say, “I’ve never been more proud of my Son.” Does God have emotions? Yes, because Jesus is God, and Jesus did have human emotions. That’s why he could suffer so, in both body and soul. God the Father did not suffer and die for us, but God the Son did.

			Does God the Father have emotions? That’s a hard question. I think the answer may be yes, but they are not human emotions. If God the Father has emotions, they are all active, not passive; you can’t make him suffer. But I think he feels pride in you when you love with your whole heart and soul and mind and strength because he is your heavenly Father and you are his child, and a good father feels pride in his children. When you meet God, what could be a greater joy than hearing your father say, “My child, I am proud of you. Well done, good and faithful child.” 

			[image: ]

			Jesus’ main point in today’s Gospel is so simple and obvious that a child can understand it: “I give you a new commandment: love one another.” That is the best answer to the best question we can ask: God, what is your will for us, what is your desire for us, what is your commandment to us? 

			First of all, notice that Jesus does not call it an “ideal” or a “value” or a “hope” or a “desire” but a “commandment.” No word could be stronger, more absolute, more non-negotiable. 

			There are 613 different commandments from God in the Old Testament, and the Pharisees prided themselves on obeying all 613 of them. The only thing they forgot was the heart and soul of all of them, the love that Jesus is here commanding. Most important of the 613 commandments are the Ten Commandments, because they are not just for Old Testament Israel but for all people, places, and times. 

			But Jesus boils even these ten down to just two, which he says are the whole of the Law: “You shall love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind. This is the greatest and the first commandment. The second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. The whole law and the prophets depend on these two commandments”—that is, the whole of divine revelation, the whole of religion (Matt. 22:37–40). All ten of the Ten Commandments are descriptions of love: love does not worship idols; love takes a sabbath; love honors parents; love does not murder, steal, bear false witness, adulterate, or covet.

			The two great commandments are in the Old Testament and Judaism as well as in the New Testament and Christianity. They are not new; Jesus is just calling attention to their centrality. And he is also going to show as well as tell what their meaning is when he gives up his life on the cross for us. These words are part of Jesus’ last discourse to his disciples before he goes off to die. First he tells it, then he shows it. First he says it, then he does it. The second thing is the most important. 

			The kind of love that Jesus is commanding here is not just love in general, not just any kind of love. It’s a love that is so distinctive that (as he puts it) “this is how all will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” Those hardheaded and hard-hearted Romans will look up and wonder: “What in the world could have motivated these Christians who were being eaten by lions in the Colosseum to forgive their enemies and sing hymns as they died? We never saw that before. That’s weird. What do they have that we don’t have?” That’s what converted the world, and that’s what can do it again. 

			Everyone has some kind of love toward others, even unbelievers and even great sinners. There has to be some kind of honor among thieves if their thievery is to succeed. There are many kinds of love that everybody has—namely, natural loves. There’s spontaneous affection for the things and people that are familiar to us and make us comfortable. Everybody loves kittens and puppies and babies and not rattlesnakes and cockroaches. And everybody has some friends and loves their friends, even though they don’t love their enemies. Friendship is a kind of love, and a very good one. And everybody feels sexual love, erotic love, both on an animal level and on a higher, human level—the level of personal romance. And everybody has some kind of vague philanthropy, at least a weak desire to help the poor, out of pity and compassion, as long as it doesn’t cost too much. But Jesus explicitly says that the kind of love he is commanding will be so new, so different, so distinctive, that the whole world will sit up and take notice and say: “Oh, look at that! Those people must be followers of Jesus.” 

			This distinctive love is not a feeling. We all have feelings, and feelings are easy and natural and pleasant, but feelings can’t be commanded. Jesus is not such a stupid psychologist as to say to us: I command you to have sweet, nice, happy feelings toward each other. This love is a choice of the will, a resolve, a commitment, a promise. Feelings can’t be promised. But promises can be kept. We can’t be faithful to our feelings, but we can be faithful to our promises. Feelings are not free choices, but this love is free. It’s a free choice, and it’s also free in a second sense: it frees us from misery because it frees us from our selfishness, our addiction to ourselves, and addictions never make us happy, only miserable and enslaved. That’s why this love makes us happy: it’s self-forgetful. 

			If you don’t believe that, there are little life laboratories around you every day. Try the experiment. Jesus guarantees it will work. The saints all guarantee it, too, from their own experience. 

			The company that manufactures Jaguar automobiles does not say that their product is the same as every other one. They say the opposite: our car is sportier, faster, and more luxurious than any other. Don’t settle for less. You couldn’t possibly confuse a Jaguar with a Subaru, or a Subaru with a Jaguar. They’re both good cars, but one is miles ahead of the other one and much, much more costly. Well, that’s what Jesus is saying about love. The kind of love he is commanding us to have is the highest, most distinctive, and costliest of all the loves. But anybody can ride in this Jaguar because everybody has what it takes to buy it. The price is not your fortune but your ego. 

			The Greek word for it is agape (ah-gah-pay), which sounds a little like “ah gotta pay.” Yes, you’ve got to pay for this love, and the price is everything. T.S. Eliot puts it neatly in one line when he defines the Christian life as “a condition of complete simplicity costing not less than everything.” Your whole heart and soul and mind and strength are invested in this because this is the very nature of God, the nature of ultimate reality. 

			In the Old Testament, God kept repeating this formula whenever he gave laws to Israel: “Be holy, for I, the Lord, your God, am holy” (Lev. 19:2). God was saying, in effect, “I am the Creator, I am the touchstone and standard for all that is real, so if you want to be really real, if you want to conform to reality, you must be like me, you must become more like me all the time. As I am holy, so you must be holy.”

			What does “holy” mean? “Holy” means literally “set apart,” higher, distinctive, better. In fact, supernatural. Like God. 

			How is God better? What is it to be holy as God is holy? It is to be good—not just minimally good but maximally good. Minimal goodness is justice. Maximal goodness is love. How? To love as God loves. 

			And how does God love? Jesus’ answer is: 

			Just watch me for the next twenty-four hours. I will pour out my whole self for you. I will forgive my enemies, even Judas who betrays me and the Roman soldiers who torture and kill me: “Father, forgive them, they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34). I will pour out my very life for you, my very body and blood. That is what you must learn to do. And now, before I do it, I will also show it, in instituting the Eucharist, where I will give you myself in an unbloody way to continue what I will do on the cross in a bloody way. I have also given you another sacred rite, the sacred rite or sacrament of marriage in which you will also do the very same thing I do in an unbloody manner: you will give your whole self to each other; you will say to each other what I now say to you: This is my body, which will be given up for you. As I give all twelve pints of my blood for you, you must learn to give every ounce of your life to each other. Some of you will do it in a bloody manner, by being martyred. All of you will do it in your hearts, in your motive. What will motivate you is my gift of agape in your heart, which will be not just your imitation of me but my own presence in you, my own Holy Spirit which I will send into your heart when you believe and are baptized. You can’t do that kind of love by yourself; I have to do it in you, but you have to want it, you have to let me do it. 

			And if you do let me do it in you, then that love, that invisible thing, will become visible in your words and actions everywhere: in your bedrooms and in your dining rooms and even in your boardrooms. 

			In the business world, you learn to count the cost before you invest any money. Well, I here warn you to count the cost before you invest in me. Don’t sign up with me unless you know what it will cost. It will cost you everything (see Luke 14:25–33).

			But it will also give you everything; it will give you life’s greatest joy. If you die to yourself, you will be really alive, far more alive than you ever were before. 

			You may think that sounds impossible. How can the self come alive by dying to itself? I assure you, I infallibly and divinely assure you, that it can, and it will, and it must. That is the one supreme secret of life, the secret of happiness. You will never find anyone in this world happier than a saint. 

			That’s what Jesus is saying to us today in the Gospel, and on the cross, and in the Eucharist, and in marriage, and in everything he brings into our lives—everything we do, every prayer, work, joy, and suffering. That is his challenge to us, and our opportunity to respond to it. 

			Does that make you feel uncomfortable? Fine. God has something much better in store for you than comfort. It’s joy. His joy. And joy comes only from agape love. Don’t settle for a Subaru when you’re offered a Jaguar.

			I’m finished now, but you’re not. Please take sixty seconds of silence after I finish this sentence to pray to Jesus, your Lord and your God, to ask him for the grace to help you to firmly resolve right now, this minute, to answer that question he is asking you from the cross right now: “This is what I did for you; what will you do for me?” To answer that question with the one word he wants to hear, the word true love wants to hear: “Everything.”

		

	
		
			Sixth Sunday of Easter

			First Reading

			Acts 15:1–2, 22–29	

			Some who had come down from Judea were instructing the brothers, “Unless you are circumcised according to the Mosaic practice, you cannot be saved.” Because there arose no little dissension and debate by Paul and Barnabas with them, it was decided that Paul, Barnabas, and some of the others should go up to Jerusalem to the apostles and elders about this question. 

			The apostles and elders, in agreement with the whole church, decided to choose representatives and to send them to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas. The ones chosen were Judas, who was called Barsabbas, and Silas, leaders among the brothers. This is the letter delivered by them: 

			“The apostles and the elders, your brothers, to the brothers in Antioch, Syria, and Cilicia of Gentile origin: greetings. Since we have heard that some of our number who went out without any mandate from us have upset you with their teachings and disturbed your peace of mind, we have with one accord decided to choose representatives and to send them to you along with our beloved Barnabas and Paul, who have dedicated their lives to the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. So we are sending Judas and Silas who will also convey this same message by word of mouth: ‘It is the decision of the Holy Spirit and of us not to place on you any burden beyond these necessities, namely, to abstain from meat sacrificed to idols, from blood, from meats of strangled animals, and from unlawful marriage. If you keep free of these, you will be doing what is right. Farewell.’”

				

			This was the first and smallest “council” in the history of the Church. Historians call it the Council of Jerusalem. The last and largest was the Second Vatican Council. Councils are the primary way the Church exercises her teaching authority, or “Magisterium,” which she received from Christ himself and which is therefore not only authoritative but the highest authority on earth. A good Protestant friend, who was adamantly Protestant, confessed that this passage was the most disturbing one in the Bible to his anti-Catholicism. He said, “When I read the words, ‘It is the decision of the Holy Spirit and ours too,’ I have to admit that the Catholic Church is the only church in the world that uses that kind of language anymore.”

			“It is the decision of the Holy Spirit and of us.” The Holy Spirit is not just human intuition but almighty God himself, the third, equally divine and equally eternal person of the Trinity. “And of us”? Who is “us”? The text tells us: “the apostles and elders.” The word “presbyters” is synonymous with two other words in the New Testament, “elders” and “bishops.” The Apostles ordained and authorized these successors, just as they themselves had been ordained and authorized by Christ, and they ordained and authorized them to ordain and authorize their successors down through the ages to the end of time. We call these bishops, who have the authority of the Apostles, who have the authority of Christ himself, who said to them, “Whoever listens to you listens to me” (Luke 10:16). This is “apostolic succession,” which is found only in the Catholic Church and the Orthodox Churches. These are not simply beliefs; they are historical facts.

			The controversial issues today that divide the Church and the world are different than those in the first century. The main issue then was whether you had to become Jewish, by circumcision and obedience to Jewish Law, before you could become a Christian, and the answer was no. One of the two other issues this council addressed was about compromising with the religious practices of paganism by eating meat offered to idols, drinking blood, or strangling animals. That is an issue that is pretty much dead today. But the other issue, about sexual morality and “unlawful marriage,” is more alive than ever. 

			On these and all other questions to which the Church has given an answer clearly invoking apostolic authority, on issues of theology, morality, or liturgy, she has never changed her answers, never contradicted her previous answers. She never can, and never will. The reason for this intransigence is not because she claims too much authority but too little: she does not claim the right to dissent from her Master. For her master is not her culture, which keeps changing, but Christ; and as the author of the Letter to the Hebrews puts it, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever” (Heb. 13:8). 

			Second Reading

			Revelation 21:10–14, 22–23	

			The angel took me in spirit to a great, high mountain and showed me the holy city Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God. It gleamed with the splendor of God. Its radiance was like that of a precious stone, like jasper, clear as crystal. It had a massive, high wall, with twelve gates where twelve angels were stationed and on which names were inscribed, the names of the twelve tribes of the Israelites. There were three gates facing east, three north, three south, and three west. The wall of the city had twelve courses of stones as its foundation, on which were inscribed the twelve names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb. 

			I saw no temple in the city for its temple is the Lord God almighty and the Lamb. The city had no need of sun or moon to shine on it, for the glory of God gave it light, and its lamp was the Lamb.

				

			This passage from the book of Revelation has very strange imagery. A great, gleaming, glorious, golden city majestically descends from heaven from God. We never see cities descend like snow; they ascend, like plants. They make them from the things of earth. Not this city. Its builder and maker is God. What is this city? 

			It is the city of God, of course. It’s not just a bunch of buildings. St. Augustine, who wrote the all-time classic about the Church in history, entitled it The City of God. He defined a “city” as a community of people, not just a place or a building, and a people who are united by their love, by their loving the same thing, which for the Church is Christ. 

			So “the city of God” is one description of the Church. Two others, from modern times, are (first) what Pope Pius XII in his great encyclical called “the Mystical Body of Christ,” and what Vatican II called “the people of God.” People are both visible and invisible, since they are both matter and spirit. So the Church is both visible and invisible. 

			It is invisible because it is constituted by love, by its love of Christ. It is visible because it is Christ’s Body. It is not purely spiritual, nor is it purely material, a mere visible institution. It is both. 

			So are you. You are this body, which is visible and material, and you are also this soul, which is invisible and spiritual. They are not two things but two dimensions of the one thing that is yourself. You do not have a body, as you have a house or a car; you are a body. And you do not have a soul; you are a soul. They are not two things but two dimensions of the one thing that is you. You do not call yourself “we” but “I.”

			So as you and your body are one, Christ and his Body are one, and this Body is the Church; therefore, Christ and the Church are one. So this city of God, this Church that St. John sees descending from heaven, is Christ himself! We live in him, even now, however imperfectly, and when he comes again at the end of time, we will live in him perfectly. 

			We live in Christ not just individually but together. We do not first get into Christ and Christ into us individually and then form a church; that’s Protestantism. We get into Christ and Christ into us by being baptized into his Body, the Church. For the Church is not just a visible human institution; it is the invisible but real Body of Christ. It is not first of all an organization but a spiritual organism. We are the living cells of Christ’s Body. Christ and his Body, the Church, are one reality, as you and your body are one reality. Christ is to the Church what your soul is to your body. Your soul is not a ghost, and your body is not a haunted house. Your soul and your body are one. So Christ and his Body, the Church, are one. 

			When St. Joan of Arc had visions from Christ and some Church officials accused her of being an enemy of the Church because she disagreed with them about the visions, she was confused by their arguments, and she replied with the mind of an innocent child: “About Jesus Christ and the Church, I simply know they’re just one thing, and we shouldn’t complicate the matter.”

			The city that John saw in his vision has twelve gates with twelve angels on them and twelve foundation stones under them. These symbolize the twelve tribes of Israel and Christ’s twelve Apostles. Our bishops are the ordained successors to the twelve Apostles, who were Christ’s chosen Apostles as the twelve tribes of Israel were God’s chosen people. The number twelve is reflected in our jury system. Like Christ when he chose his Apostles, we put authority over the most serious matters into the hands of twelve ordinary people.

			These four gates face in all four directions, north, south, east, and west, because they gather in the whole world from its remotest corners. They are “catholic,” which means “universal” or worldwide or all-inclusive. The Church does not discriminate between peoples but only between good and evil, light and darkness, Christ and Antichrist. As Solzhenitsyn said, “The line between good and evil does not run between nations or peoples or races or governments; it runs between the two halves of every human heart.”

			The last detail may seem puzzling: there is no temple in this city. No church building. Why not? Because this city is the Church. Seen from the viewpoint of heaven and the heavenly city, the Church is bigger than the world. We see the Church as a little thing that is surrounded by many other things, secular things, in an all-encompassing world. But instead of seeing the Church as included in the world, John’s vision sees the world as included in the Church. The Church is bigger than it looks; it is bigger on the inside than on the outside. Physically it is smaller than the world; spiritually it is much bigger. It is even bigger than all the galaxies, for galaxies have no souls, only bodies, while the Church has both. 

			The Church is like a certain little stable in Bethlehem two thousand years ago, or like Mary’s womb, which once physically contained the one who created the whole universe. It was bigger on the inside than on the outside. And you are like that too: you are also bigger on the inside than on the outside; your soul is bigger than your body. Your soul contains your body, not vice versa. Your soul is not contained by your body. Your brain is contained by your body, but your soul is not your brain. Your soul is the life of your whole body, including your brain. Your soul is like the meaning of a play, and your body is like the physical setting of the play, the stage sets. Physically, the play is contained by the setting, but spiritually, the setting is contained by the play; it is one of the dimensions of the play.

			There is no temple in the holy city for the same reason there is no sun: because these two things were only images, only signs, only symbols of something greater. They were only appetizers of the main course, which is now served. St. John says: “The city had no need of sun or moon to shine on it, for the glory of God gave it light, and its lamp was the Lamb.” Everything in this present world that is beautiful, good, or true is a preview, a clue, an appetizer, a hint, a sign, a tease of something far better and truer and more beautiful. 

			And what is that? We don’t know. All we know is that it will be more, not less. We know about as much of the next world as we knew about this one when we were in our mother’s womb. Here is the Bible’s description of heaven: “‘What eye has not seen, and ear has not heard, / and what has not entered the human heart, / what God has prepared for those who love him,’ / this God has revealed to us through the Spirit” (1 Cor. 2:9–10).

			Gospel

			John 14:23–29	

			Jesus said to his disciples: “Whoever loves me will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our dwelling with him. Whoever does not love me does not keep my words; yet the word you hear is not mine but that of the Father who sent me. 

			“I have told you this while I am with you. The Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you everything and remind you of all that I told you. Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. Not as the world gives do I give it to you. Do not let your hearts be troubled or afraid. You heard me tell you, ‘I am going away and I will come back to you.’ If you loved me, you would rejoice that I am going to the Father; for the Father is greater than I. And now I have told you this before it happens, so that when it happens you may believe.”

				

			This passage is like a gold mine. Here are just a few of its gems.

			First, Jesus says that “we will come to him”—he, and his Father, and his Holy Spirit will all come and make their dwelling place with us. All three divine persons come to live permanently in our soul. The Father is our King, our Lord, our Father, forever. Christ is our priest, our mediator, our Savior, forever. The Holy Spirit is our prophet, our inspiration, our light, forever. 

			Second, Jesus says that those who love him keep his words, his commandments. We usually make the mistake of seeing love as merely a subjective feeling and obedience as merely an objective performance. But Jesus says these two things are really one thing; that love is not just a subjective feeling but a life, a choice, a deed; and that obedience to his word, his commandments, is not just performance; it is moved by love, its life is love, and its soul is love. 

			Third, Jesus says that his word, his teaching, is not his but his Father’s. Jesus was the greatest plagiarist in history, the least original thinker in history. Every thought in his mind came from his Father’s mind. He was also the most creative and original person in history. If you want to be creative and original, Jesus shows you the secret. He is the Logos, the Mind of God. Jesus also says he came into the world not to do his own will but the will of his Father. Jesus was the most obedient man who ever lived and the freest. If you want to be free, Jesus shows you the secret: do the Father’s will. It will free you; your own will will addict you and enslave you. 

			Fourth, Jesus says that the Holy Spirit will remind his Apostles of all that Jesus said and did. That’s why we have four rich and full and profound Gospels from four ordinary first-century uneducated peasants. Their primary author was the Holy Spirit. Remember that when you read them.

			Fifth, Jesus says that he leaves us peace as his gift, but this is not a peace that the world can give. It’s peace with God and self and neighbor, not with the world, the flesh, and the devil. Jesus also says that he came not to make peace but to make war: war with the world, the flesh, and the devil, with greed and lust and pride. Between these two kinds of peace there is war. Life is spiritual warfare, warfare between the two kinds of peace. The two sides have nothing in common; they are exact opposites. Jesus’ peace does not mean a vague, sleepy, easy tolerance, a nondiscriminating peace with everything. It means intolerance of sin and selfishness in yourself. His peace is not the world’s peace. 

			Sixth, Jesus says, “If you loved me, you would rejoice that I am going to the Father.” Why? Why is it better for us to have the Holy Spirit, after Pentecost, than to have Jesus physically present? Wouldn’t it be better if Jesus was still here on earth, if he had never ascended? No. Because it is his Spirit we have, so we have Jesus more fully, more interiorly, more intimately than before the Spirit came. 

			The goal of love is always intimacy, and God becomes more and more intimate with us as he reveals himself in three stages: first, the Father reveals himself in the Old Testament; then, the Son, in the New Testament; and then, the Holy Spirit, in the Church. First God is above us and then he is with us and then he is in us. First, he is outside us; then, he is beside us; and finally, he is inside us. The Holy Spirit is like a good haunting by a holy ghost. We are living in the most spiritually privileged time in history.

			Seventh, Jesus says, “The Father is greater than I.” How? Not by having any perfections the Son does not have. Jesus says, “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). St. Paul, in Colossians, says that “in him all the fulness of God was pleased to dwell” (Col. 1:19 RSV-CE). He is equal to the Father, yet obeys his will. Obedience, surrender of will, is not a sign of inferiority. St. Paul tells husbands and wives to “submit, or surrender, to each other” (see Eph. 5:21). In Jesus’ radical new order of society, this is not demeaning or oppressive but free. It’s what love does. It’s what he did. 

			Each of these seven points in this short passage is worth a book in itself. The Bible is like that: after two thousand years and about two million books about it, it’s still inexhaustible. It’s like the sea; we usually see only the surface. But there are many, many weird and wonderful fish down there. Go fishing, go diving in that sea. If you don’t have a Bible, get one. Use it. Read it. Live it. Pray it. 

		

	
		
			Solemnity of the Ascension 
of the Lord

			First Reading

			Acts 1:1–11	

			In the first book, Theophilus, I dealt with all that Jesus did and taught until the day he was taken up, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles whom he had chosen. He presented himself alive to them by many proofs after he had suffered, appearing to them during forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God. While meeting with them, he enjoined them not to depart from Jerusalem, but to wait for “the promise of the Father about which you have heard me speak; for John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.” 

			When they had gathered together they asked him, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” He answered them, “It is not for you to know the times or seasons that the Father has established by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, throughout Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” When he had said this, as they were looking on, he was lifted up, and a cloud took him from their sight. While they were looking intently at the sky as he was going, suddenly two men dressed in white garments stood beside them. They said, “Men of Galilee, why are you standing there looking at the sky? This Jesus who has been taken up from you into heaven will return in the same way as you have seen him going into heaven.”

				

			Imagine you are one of Jesus’ twelve Apostles. You have been with him for three years and listened to his words every day. You gave up everything to follow him. He is your whole life. If there is a single topic that Jesus spoke about most often, it is the “kingdom of God.” One would certainly expect that you would grasp at least the central point of the central teaching of the central person in your life. After all, Jesus is a pretty good teacher! And now, after apparently losing him to death, and then getting him back after his Resurrection, he spends forty days with you speaking to you about that one topic, the kingdom of God. That’s what the text says. After a forty-day seminar with the greatest teacher in history, don’t you think you could pass the world’s simplest one-question multiple-choice test on this subject—namely, “What is the kingdom of God?” Well, they didn’t. They all flunked it. 

			That’s proved by the question they asked him after all this teaching was finished. It is one of the stupidest questions in history. The question was: “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” In other words, “We’ve been waiting for three years for you to become political, to kick Roman butt, to free us from those awful Romans, to set things right politically, to establish yourself as the king of Israel—and maybe even the new Caesar, the king of the world. This kingdom of God of yours is a political kingdom, right? All this stuff about God and heaven and sin and salvation and eternity, that’s not what it’s all about, that’s just symbolism, right? Political power is what you’re all about, right? So has that time come now, the time for what it is all about to be fulfilled?” If they lived today, they would be very disappointed that Jesus was not running for president. 

			The Apostles weren’t the only dummies. Many Christians today take their politics more seriously, more religiously, than their religion. They have a religious attitude toward politics and a political attitude toward religion. They worship the donkey or the elephant instead of the Lamb. 

			That’s why Jesus tells them not to leave Jerusalem and start evangelizing, not to start converting the world to the Good News. They don’t know what the Good News is! And Jesus doesn’t correct their mistake with words. He tried that for three years and then for forty days more, and it didn’t work. What does he do? He sends the Holy Spirit. He ascends, but the Spirit descends, and completes Christ’s work of teaching.

			Before the Holy Spirit descends, on Pentecost, the Apostles were scatterbrained, stupid, scared, and shallow. Afterward, they were world-beaters, on fire with love and filled with light. Peter’s first sermon, at Pentecost, got three thousand instant converts. The Holy Spirit is the gasoline in the engine of the Church. She can’t move a step without him. 

			The Apostles are left bewildered, looking up at the empty sky, thinking of their loss. God has to send two angels to remind them that this same Jesus had promised them that he will return in glory. Meanwhile, there’s work to do: there’s a world to win, and two great commandments to obey, and it’s time to begin. We have been given our mission and our authority. Our authority is the one who said to us, with his last words on earth: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age” (Matt. 28:18–20 RSV-CE). Jesus has definitively defeated the devil; the war is won; he is on his throne; the rest of history is the mop-up operation.

			Second Reading

			Ephesians 1:17–23	
(or Hebrews 9:24–28)

			Brothers and sisters: May the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, give you a spirit of wisdom and revelation resulting in knowledge of him. May the eyes of your hearts be enlightened, that you may know what is the hope that belongs to his call, what are the riches of glory in his inheritance among the holy ones, and what is the surpassing greatness of his power for us who believe, in accord with the exercise of his great might, which he worked in Christ, raising him from the dead and seating him at his right hand in the heavens, far above every principality, authority, power, and dominion, and every name that is named not only in this age but also in the one to come. And he put all things beneath his feet and gave him as head over all things to the church, which is his body, the fullness of the one who fills all things in every way.

				

			What exalted ideas we have in today’s short passage! The first one is about a gift that can come only from God, the gift of opening our spiritual eyes: “May the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, give you a spirit of wisdom and revelation. . . . May the eyes of your hearts be enlightened.”

			And what is it that we are to know? “That you may know what is the hope that belongs to his call, what are the riches of glory in his inheritance among the holy ones, and what is the surpassing greatness of his power for us who believe” and “the exercise of his great might, which he worked in Christ, raising him from the dead and seating him at his right hand in the heavens.” 

			Raised to what? To what has Christ been raised? From death to life and from earth to heaven. Where is Christ now? The words almost strain to escape their finite bounds: “Far above every principality, authority, power, and dominion, and every name that is named not only in this age but also in the one to come.”

			So what is the relation of this divine, exalted, heavenly Christ with our little pedestrian lives here and now during our few short years on this little planet? God has not so much altered Christ’s place in relation to our lives as he has altered our lives’ place in relation to Christ: “He put all things beneath his feet and gave him as head over all things to the church, which is his body, the fullness of the one who fills all things in every way.” Because we are under him, we are exalted with him. We are “never so tall as when we bow.”

			The Church is not the shabby little old lady it looks like from outside. It is the Body of Christ, “the fullness of the one who fills all things in every way.” The Church as the Mystical Body of Christ, the extension of the Incarnation, was not an afterthought. It was God’s purpose from the beginning. The universe was created to be the womb for the Church. The universe will die; it is like a placenta. The Church will live forever. The universe was created for the Church, not the Church for the universe. Do you think God is more interested in gases and galaxies or in saints? 

			The Ascension was not the end but the beginning; it was the preparation for the beginning of the Church at Pentecost. Look at the vertical imagery here. In the Ascension, Jesus went “up,” both literally and spiritually. He went up literally because he did not just pop out of existence—he ascended. And the Ascension was spiritual because Jesus is not on Mount Everest or on the moon; he is in heaven, and you can’t get closer to heaven in a rocket ship. Jesus going up in the Ascension is the preparation for the Holy Spirit coming down at Pentecost. The Spirit, too, did not simply pop into existence but descended in wind and fire. Wind and fire do not come from the ground. 

			Jesus predicted these two events to his Apostles before his Crucifixion. At the Last Supper, he told them that it was better for them that he leave them so that the Holy Spirit could come. We should not nostalgically yearn for a time machine to take us back two thousand years to see Jesus in his physical body on earth. Jesus moves us forward, not back. Having the Holy Spirit is a progress, not a regress, according to Christ himself. It is more intimate, more interior. Before Jesus ascended, the Apostles and Peter were still tongue-tied fools. After the Spirit came, they were world-beating heroes. 

			The Ascension was a blessing, not a tragedy. Our own parting from this world will also be a blessing if we are in Christ. As St. Paul said, “For to me life is Christ, and death is gain” (Phil. 1:21). Why “gain”? Because it is only more of Christ. Why is the presence of the Spirit gain? For the same reason: it is only more of Christ, not less.

			The Ascension story moves in two dimensions, vertical and horizontal. After Jesus moves vertically up from earth to heaven, the Apostles move horizontally from the place of the Ascension to Jerusalem and then into the world, beginning in Jerusalem and then Judea and then into the world of the Gentiles, as Jesus had instructed them, in stages. Why? Because they had first moved vertically with Jesus, identifying with Jesus, dying with him and resurrecting with him and ascending with him in spirit to heaven and then descending again with him in spirit and in his Spirit on Pentecost. The two dimensions go together in Christianity, the vertical and the horizontal; the relation to God and the relation to man. Christianity’s primary symbol is the cross, and the cross has a horizontal bar and a vertical bar. The vertical bar is planted in the earth; it extends down from heaven like a sword, and it also swings its arms of love and power horizontally in all directions. It is as sharp and thin and specific as the letter I, and it is also as catholic and universal and inclusive as the letter O.

			Gospel

			Luke 24:46–53	

			Jesus said to his disciples: “Thus it is written that the Christ would suffer and rise from the dead on the third day and that repentance, for the forgiveness of sins, would be preached in his name to all the nations, beginning from Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things. And behold I am sending the promise of my Father upon you; but stay in the city until you are clothed with power from on high.” 

			Then he led them out as far as Bethany, raised his hands, and blessed them. As he blessed them he parted from them and was taken up to heaven. They did him homage and then returned to Jerusalem with great joy, and they were continually in the temple praising God. 

				

			Jesus begins his last talk with his disciples by saying “Thus it is written,” reminding them that his Passion and Death and Resurrection were predicted in the Old Testament Scriptures. Why did he say that? Because now another prophecy would be fulfilled: the Gospel would be preached to all nations. But that prophecy was to be fulfilled now by the disciples themselves. They were not reading the story; they were writing it with their acts, acting in it. Thus “The Acts of the Apostles” is the right title for the book: the earliest history of the early Church.

			This Gospel or “Good News” that they were to preach is first of all “news”—that is, real events, deeds. It was the continuation of the great events of the Old Testament: the creation, the fall, and the beginning stages of the redemption, full of miracles like the exodus. God revealed himself first of all by deeds, not just words. And the culmination of this divine revelation by deeds was Jesus himself: his Incarnation, birth, miracles, Passion, death, and Resurrection; and now the next event in the story was going to be his Ascension. The story would then go on to Pentecost, the descent of the Holy Spirit, and the history of the Church, and would end with Christ’s Second Coming. Every one of these events, except the creation, was seen by human eyes, by eyewitnesses. Our religion is not just a set of abstract spiritual truths or ideas or values or laws but concrete events, one of which (the Ascension) we celebrate today. The Church is not a philosophy club but a chain of witnesses.

			Catholic Christianity is a very material religion. It is sacramental, not purely spiritual. Those who say they are “spiritual but not religious” are labeling themselves quite accurately. They are choosing a very different religion than the religion of Jesus. His birth, miracles, Passion, death, and Resurrection were all visible, physical events. Even his last word to his Apostles, in today’s Gospel, was a physical, sacramental act, raising his hands and blessing them. He blessed them with his hands, not just his heart, just as he had saved them with his Body and Blood, not just his mind.

			And then, with their eyes and not just their mind, they saw him rise into the heavens. Was that act physical or spiritual? That’s like asking whether a hug is physical or spiritual. It was both at once. It was sacramental. The act did not merely symbolize a spiritual meaning; it carried it, it did it, it made it actual, as Baptism’s water does not merely symbolize cleansing from original sin but actually effects it. A sacrament is “a sign that effects what it signifies.” A smile is sacramental. The word “happiness” is only a coded symbol for happiness, but a smile actually contains and carries happiness. There is happiness in a smile, but not in a set of letters.

			In us, matter and spirit, body and soul, are always together. Even abstract thinking happens only through chemicals in the brain; and in the brain, even atoms and molecules are agents of thinking.

			So the physical direction of Christ’s Ascension is significant. The word “significant” begins with the word “sign.” A sign is a thing that points to something beyond itself. It is significant that Jesus did not simply disappear. He ascended. If he had sunk into the earth instead of rising into the sky, we would have had a very different religion.

			Well, what does it mean? Let’s dare to try to think into this, to think this through. God does not live in the sky. Yet he is “high and lifted up,” not down in the ground. We instinctively sense the rightness of that direction—up—even though we do not have a clear explanation of just how we know it is right. Our minds are meant to be instructed by our bodies. That’s why there are sacraments.

			Our modern minds naturally tend to two errors: spiritualism and materialism. Spiritualism reduces all of religion to inner, spiritual things, like ideas and values and abstract principles. Spiritualism is skeptical of everything material in religion, like miracles and sacraments and a visible Church. The opposite extreme, materialism, reduces everything to physical matter, to what our physical sciences can observe.

			Our materialistic minds wonder: If we sent up an airplane or a rocket ship with a camera to photograph Jesus’ Ascension, what would appear on the photos? Is he still ascending, somewhere halfway between earth and Mars? Is heaven in the sky? No. And the Apostles didn’t think he did either. And yet we still call the sky “the heavens” when we think as our ancestors did.

			But we also have a new word for it: the word “space,” or “outer space.” Our ancestors never called it that. They called it “the heavens,” which is a positive word, a fullness. When they looked up at the sky, they did not feel that they were looking into empty space, into something that is less than the earth, but something more—something that was a natural sign or symbol of heaven.

			Some of the ancients thought of this literally and physically. The Babylonians built tall towers called ziggurats because they thought that would get them closer to their gods. The Tower of Babel was probably one of those. Some northern European cultures thought the stars were the campfires of the gods. One Greek myth says that the stars are holes in the black blanket of night through which we see glimpses of the light of heaven. Many actually worshiped the stars as gods.

			That is a mistake, of course. But perhaps our mistake is even worse: not even to be tempted to worship when we see the stars. Worshiping an idol is wrong, of course, but it’s at least worship. Is it better to worship nothing? Or to worship yourself? Our ancestors’ idols were made of wood or stone; ours are made of feelings and desires.

			Ask yourself: Which mistake are we more likely to make—to see more in a thing than is really there or to see less?

			But, you object, the stars are not really gods. True. They are much less than gods, but they are much more than just big balls of burning gas. Seeing the stars as nothing but gas is like seeing the human body as fifty-five dollars’ worth of various chemicals. That’s confusing what a thing is with what it’s made of.

			Yes, God is a pure spirit. But he designed and created the material universe, and the universe is not a machine or a puzzle but a work of art, and art always reveals the artist. What do the heavens reveal? What are they saying? The Bible tells us very simply: “The heavens declare the glory of God” (Ps. 19:2). The universe is a gigantic cathedral. God made it for us, not for gases and galaxies. And our science keeps discovering that it is much more mysterious and surprising and magnificent than we had thought.

			Next time you are tempted to ignore the spiritual power of matter, sit in the sun for ten minutes and realize that you are feeling not just impersonal heat but the warmth of God’s love. God is trying to tell us something with all the things he created. And what he is telling us is that he loves us. Love is not purely spiritual, a mere subjective feeling or desire or inner attitude; it is also a work, a thing, a force, a deed.

			The Ascension reveals how important matter is to God. When Jesus ascended from earth to heaven, he did not leave his body behind. The Ascension was not the undoing of the Incarnation. Even in heaven, Jesus will have his resurrected body, his glorified body. And we will have one like it. C.S. Lewis says God gave us these temporary bodies as ponies are given to school children: to learn to manage them so that we can ride stallions in heaven.

		

	
		
			Seventh Sunday of Easter

			First Reading

			Acts 7:55–60	

			Stephen, filled with the Holy Spirit, looked up intently to heaven and saw the glory of God and Jesus standing at the right hand of God, and Stephen said, “Behold, I see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.” But they cried out in a loud voice, covered their ears, and rushed upon him together. They threw him out of the city, and began to stone him. The witnesses laid down their cloaks at the feet of a young man named Saul. As they were stoning Stephen, he called out, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” Then he fell to his knees and cried out in a loud voice, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them”; and when he said this, he fell asleep.

				

			St. Stephen is the first Christian martyr. C.S. Lewis jokes somewhere that Lazarus deserves that title because he had to die twice. But martyrdom isn’t just death but death by murder for the sake of professing your faith in Christ. Why does Christianity provoke murder? Murder is radical, a last resort. There must be something about Christianity that is equally radical, equally absolute and noncompromising, to provoke the most radical and absolute and uncompromising reaction of murder. And if we don’t understand what that is, we don’t understand our faith. 

			Why does the world hate and fear Christians? Christians are lovers, to such an extent that they forgive their enemies even as their enemies are murdering them. St. Stephen did that. Why did he do that? Because Christ did that on the cross, and Stephen is not only a follower of Christ, an imitator of Christ, but is also “in” Christ and Christ is “in” him by his Holy Spirit. (This martyrdom comes after Pentecost, remember.) So the answer to the question why Christians—not weak Christians but strong Christians who love and forgive their enemies—provoke such murderous hatred.

			They do. It’s a historical fact. There are far more martyrs for Christianity than for anything else, religious or nonreligious. There have been far more Christian martyrs in the last century than in all the previous nineteen centuries put together. And it is not stopping. It is increasing. Why does the world hate us even though we don’t hate them—in fact, even when we love them and forgive them?

			The answer is that they hate us precisely because we love them with a radical new kind of love. It’s not our hate and our sins and our selfishness that threatens them, it’s our love and our holiness and our unselfishness. If you intend to take Christ’s commandments seriously, you had better be prepared for martyrdom. He himself tells you that.

			In our culture, martyrs are not usually murdered but only ostracized, hated, feared, discriminated against, denied their rights, and that sort of thing—a very mild form of martyrdom compared with Stephen’s. But it has always been true, and it is still true, that believing and practicing Christians evoke hate and fear. Why? Because they are like Jesus, and Jesus evoked hate and fear. Jesus was the most controversial man who ever lived. Everyone who met him had to choose between two and only two reactions to him. They had either to worship him or kill him, either to believe his claims and convert or else call him the world’s worst blasphemer and liar.

			The Church Christ founded, the Catholic Church, has also been the most controversial church in the world. There are far more Catholic martyrs than Protestant martyrs. There is far more hate and fear of the Catholic Church than of any Protestant church. Why? Because her claim is more radical and more uncompromising and more absolute than the claim of any other church: she claims to be the only infallible authority in the world, authorized not by man but by God, God incarnate, Christ himself, when he chose Apostles and gave them his divine authority, saying, “Whoever listens to you listens to me” (Luke 10:16) and “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations” (Matt. 28:18–19 RSV-CE).

			The only two religions in the world that send out missionaries and try to convert the whole world because their founders commanded that, explicitly, are Christianity and Islam. That’s why those two religions have been at war for the last fourteen hundred years—and always will be. The war does not have to be a physical war, but it does have to be a spiritual war, a war for human souls. It would be wonderful if both religions laid down their guns and used saints as their weapons: whichever of the two religions produces the most saints wins. That would be a holy competition instead of an unholy one, a competition of love instead of hate. But the competition is inevitable because both religions claim to be the final, infallible, authoritative religion from the one true God, and both Christians and Muslims are commanded by their supreme authority, their founders, to not rest until the whole world is converted to the truth.

			That is the primary meaning of “jihad” or “holy war” in Islam: a spiritual war, a war against sin and falsehood. That is what the Quran calls “the greater jihad.” Physical war is called “the lesser jihad,” and the Quran says that “Allah hates the aggressor.” Muslims have not obeyed their own Quran very well throughout history. And neither have Christians, whose Bible tells them that “our struggle is not with flesh and blood but with the principalities, with the powers, with the world rulers of this present darkness, with the evil spirits in the heavens” (Eph. 6:12)—that is, evil spirits and their colonies in our souls, which are our own sins. There is a lot in common between Muslims and Christians, both in their scriptures and in their checkered obedience to their scriptures. But Jesus is the stumbling block that is impossible to negotiate or compromise. If a Christian denies that “Jesus is Lord” (Rom. 10:9; 1 Cor. 12:3), as its first creed says, that he is “God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God,” as the Nicene Creed that we confess every Sunday says, then he is not a Christian but an apostate. And if a Muslim affirms that, he is an apostate from Islam; he is no longer a Muslim but a Christian.

			Back to our question: Why does the world hate and fear Christians even if they are Christlike in their love? Precisely because they are Christlike. Simply by what he taught, Christ threatened everyone: Romans and Jews, collaborationists with Herod and Zealot revolutionaries, strict Pharisees and Sadducees. He demanded repentance and conversion and a radical change of life. He is the stone of stumbling; the either / or that the world cannot ignore; the food it cannot digest or disgorge.

			If nobody hates and fears you for your faith—not for your unfaith but for your faith, not for your hates but for your loves, not for your sins but for your saintliness, not for your compromises with Christ but for your fidelity to Christ, the whole Christ, especially for your fidelity to Christ in those areas where our culture hates and fears him, which is today almost always the sexual revolution—if nobody hates and fears you for loving sinners but not sins, and for believing that not only rape but also adultery and sodomy and fornication and divorce and pornography and genetic engineering and designer genes and contraception and abortion (which is, of course, about sex) are forbidden by Christ, then your faith is pretty weak and lukewarm and acceptable.

			Someone once wrote, “If you were put on trial for the crime of being a Christian, would there be enough evidence to convict you?” If splinters from the cross aren’t drawing any blood from you, you are probably not close enough to the Man who suffered and died on it for you.

			Second Reading

			Revelation 22:12–14, 16–17, 20	

			I, John, heard a voice saying to me: “Behold, I am coming soon. I bring with me the recompense I will give to each according to his deeds. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end.” 

			Blessed are they who wash their robes so as to have the right to the tree of life and enter the city through its gates. 

			“I, Jesus, sent my angel to give you this testimony for the churches. I am the root and offspring of David, the bright morning star.” 

			The Spirit and the bride say, “Come.” Let the hearer say, “Come.” Let the one who thirsts come forward, and the one who wants it receive the gift of life-giving water. 

			The one who gives this testimony says, “Yes, I am coming soon.” Amen! Come, Lord Jesus!

				

			One of the last words of the Bible is the passionate word of love and longing: “Come, Lord Jesus!” It is a total yes to everything about him, everything he is and everything he wants us to be and all his promises, especially his promise of his Second Coming at the end of time. For this is the coming of the one who is Alpha and Omega, the beginning and end of all time. This is everything. This is the point and perfection of everything in our world. The Second Coming is nothing less than “here comes everything.” Because Jesus is everything. If he’s not everything, he’s nothing. If he’s not God, he’s history’s biggest liar and Christianity is the world’s biggest lie. That’s exactly what the most passionate atheist who ever lived, Nietzsche, said. He wrote a book entitled The Antichrist. He called himself the Antichrist. If the truth is not Christ, then the truth is the Antichrist.

			Nietzsche was the favorite philosopher of Hitler and the Nazis.

			If Christ is God, if Christianity is true, then this last event in history, his Second Coming in glory, is the point and purpose and end of everything else, and we should be yearning for it and praying for it and expecting it with all our heart.

			Teilhard de Chardin, SJ, in The Divine Milieu, writes: 

			Expectation of the end of the world . . . is perhaps the supreme Christian function and the most distinctive characteristic of our religion. Historically speaking, that expectation has never ceased to guide the progress of our faith like a torch. The Israelites were constantly expectant, and the first Christians too. Christmas, which might have been thought to turn our gaze towards the past, has only fixed it further in the future . . . [but] we have allowed the flame to die down in our sleeping hearts. . . . How many of us are genuinely moved in the depths of our hearts by the wild hope that our earth will be recast? . . . In reality we should have to admit, if we were sincere, that we no longer expect anything.

			When God himself promises us everything, when God himself promises us something so great—“‘What eye has not seen, and ear has not heard, / and what has not entered the human heart, / what God has prepared for those who love him,’ / this God has revealed to us through the Spirit” (1 Cor. 2:9–10)—when God promises us that, not to expect much from him is a tremendous insult to God. It’s like your rich daddy promising you a vacation in Hawaii and your response is “Just give me the five bucks for my weekly allowance.”

			And the best part of it is that it’s free! Heaven is free. Eternal life is free. All you need to do is to repent and believe; believe it, accept it, take it—for the “it” is a “him.” All he demands is your love, your desire, your thirst. He paid the price already, on the cross. Heaven is pre-paid. It’s free for the taking, but the taking itself also has to be free, your free choice. You can say yes or no to God’s gift of salvation. You can say “come” or “go away” to Jesus Christ. He said, on the cross, “I thirst” (John 19:28). He thirsts for you. Do you thirst for him?

			Gospel

			John 17:20–26	

			Lifting up his eyes to heaven, Jesus prayed saying: “Holy Father, I pray not only for them, but also for those who will believe in me through their word, so that they may all be one, as you, Father, are in me and I in you, that they also may be in us, that the world may believe that you sent me. And I have given them the glory you gave me, so that they may be one, as we are one, I in them and you in me, that they may be brought to perfection as one, that the world may know that you sent me, and that you loved them even as you loved me. Father, they are your gift to me. I wish that where I am they also may be with me, that they may see my glory that you gave me, because you loved me before the foundation of the world. Righteous Father, the world also does not know you, but I know you, and they know that you sent me. I made known to them your name and I will make it known, that the love with which you loved me may be in them and I in them.”

				

			The seventeenth chapter of John’s Gospel is the most intimate look we get at Jesus’ prayer life. This is his prayer to his heavenly Father right before his Passion and death on the cross. And what does he pray for, what does he want for all of us, for all of his disciples? “That they may all be one.”

			Pope St. John Paul II wrote an encyclical about this entitled Ut Unum Sint, which means “that they may be one.” It is about ecumenism, about the unity of all Christians and all the Christian churches and denominations. In it he said that working for unity among Christians is not an addition to the Gospel or an option for some specialists but an essential part of the Gospel for all Christians. In that way, it is like the social gospel, or social justice and working for the poor. It is one of the intrinsic and necessary dimensions of the Gospel. If we are Christians, our heart and our heart’s desires cannot be contrary to Christ’s. And this cause is very close to his heart. That is obvious from this most intimate and most holy prayer.

			Jesus also shows us in this prayer the payoff, the consequence, of this prayer being answered, this desire being satisfied: “That the world may believe.” There are many reasons the world is no longer a Christian world, as at least the West was for a thousand years, but one of them is that it no longer says what it said in the first centuries of the Church: “Look how they love one another.” That’s what Jesus predicted: that love would be the strongest advertisement for the truth of the faith. “This is how all will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:35). 

			Christians are sinners, and they have always fought with each other, even friends and spouses and families; but for the last five hundred years, the Christian churches have also fought with each other. There are now over thirty thousand churches or denominations that call themselves Christians. That is, in Jesus’ mind, an intolerable scandal. Yet we tolerate it. It is our new normal. And that’s the main reason why it persists. 

			But how can we become one if we sincerely disagree about so many things? Well, we can certainly start by loving each other, even if we don’t love each other’s theologies. Just as we are commanded to love the sinner even while we hate the sin, we must love the heretic even while we refuse the heresy. The Spanish Inquisition made the mistake of confusing the two, of trying to destroy heresies by destroying heretics. We tend to make the same mistake in the opposite direction: loving heretics by loving their heresies.

			Truth is an absolute, just as love is, for if it’s not true love, it’s not true love. And these two things are equally necessary and important; they are divine attributes. We may never compromise either one.

			But what if they seem to contradict each other? The answer is simple: they never do. It’s a fake question. It’s like the question “What if science and religion contradict each other?” They never do. No fact ever discovered by any science conflicts with any of the revealed truths of Christianity and no dogma of Christianity conflicts with anything ever discovered by any of the sciences. The so-called “war of science versus religion” is a totally fake war. There are zero casualties on both sides. Similarly, no obligation to love people entails an obligation to compromise the truth, and no obligation to love the truth and never compromise the truth of divinely revealed doctrine ever entails an obligation to compromise our love for those who deny these truths.

			Christians once won the world by converting those who disagreed with them. Tough, hard-nosed pagan Romans became Christians. How? First of all, by being loved by Christians. There are defenses against armies and against politics and even against arguments, but there is no defense against love.

			How can Catholic and Protestant and Eastern Orthodox and Anglican and Pentecostal and nondenominational Christians reconcile without compromise? What would a newly united worldwide catholic or universal Church look like? We don’t know, but we do know how it can be done and why it is not being done. It can be done if we all seek above all total fidelity to Christ and his will and his teachings, his mind. If everyone in the orchestra obeys the baton of the conductor, they will play in harmony. For we know what the will of this Conductor is. It’s right here in John 17. We divided from each other only because we took our eyes off the Conductor and looked elsewhere. And that source of the breaking of our unity also tells us the way back to it.

			Unity is not unison but harmony, which is better. For instance, the Eastern Orthodox Churches and the Roman Catholic Church are very different, but most of those differences are a glory, not a scandal. They contradict each other only on two specific points: whether the Church was right to insert one new word into the Nicene Creed, the word filioque, which says that the Holy Spirit proceeds from both the Father “and the Son” rather than just from the Father, and whether the Pope has authority over the whole Church. There are no other nonnegotiable contradictions, but there are many differences. The East is more mystical, liturgical, contemplative, interior, and monastic, while the West is more rational, moral, legal, practical, and active in the world. That is a difference in emphasis, not doctrine, and it is enriching, not problematic. It is an example of harmony that is not a unison, a simple sameness.

			It’s much easier to break something’s unity than to restore it: easier to injure a body or a soul than to heal it, easier to demolish a building than to build it, easier to flare up in anger and fight than to achieve reconciliation, easier for Humpty Dumpty to fall off the wall than for all the king’s horses and all the king’s men to put him back together again. It took many generations to break Christ’s visible Body into pieces, and it will take many more generations to restore it. But Christ makes clear in today’s Gospel that it is the solemn obligation of all who want to deserve the name of his disciples to work for that end in whatever way they can, beginning with genuine, honest love. It is not a specialty, a human choice, an option. It is a burning desire from the heart of God himself. How does a good father, a father who deeply loves all his children, feel when he sees his children hating each other and fighting with each other? Jesus shows us in today’s Gospel. You can hear the tears in his words. Jesus has a human heart. Don’t break it.

		

	
		
			Pentecost Sunday: 
Mass during the Day

			First Reading

			Acts 2:1–11	

			When the time for Pentecost was fulfilled, they were all in one place together. And suddenly there came from the sky a noise like a strong driving wind, and it filled the entire house in which they were. Then there appeared to them tongues as of fire, which parted and came to rest on each one of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in different tongues, as the Spirit enabled them to proclaim. 

			Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven staying in Jerusalem. At this sound, they gathered in a large crowd, but they were confused because each one heard them speaking in his own language. They were astounded, and in amazement they asked, “Are not all these people who are speaking Galileans? Then how does each of us hear them in his native language? We are Parthians, Medes, and Elamites, inhabitants of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the districts of Libya near Cyrene, as well as travelers from Rome, both Jews and converts to Judaism, Cretans and Arabs, yet we hear them speaking in our own tongues of the mighty acts of God.”

				

			“Pentecost” means “fifty.” The Jewish feast of Pentecost comes fifty days after Passover; and just as the Christian Easter is the fulfillment of the Jewish Passover, so the Christian Pentecost is the fulfillment of the Jewish Pentecost. In a way, it is like Christmas because just as Christmas is the birthday of Christ, Pentecost is the birthday of the Church. It the first day of the rest of her life for the Church. The Holy Spirit, who is the soul of the Church, the life of the Church, comes down upon the Church at Pentecost. 

			The whole of history can be divided into three stages because the three persons of the Trinity revealed themselves one by one. All three are eternal and always act together, but we receive the revelation of them one by one in time. Before the Incarnation, it was God the Father who revealed himself, beginning with the creation of the world. In the Gospels, it was also God the Son who revealed himself, and who revealed the Father most completely, for he is the Logos, the Word of the Father, the mind of the Father, the Father’s eternal knowledge of himself, so perfect that it is a person, the second eternal divine person. And for the rest of history, beginning with Pentecost, it was also God the Holy Spirit who is revealed, who is the Spirit of the Father and the Son, the love between them, the love that is so perfect that it is also a person, the third eternal divine person.

			Each of these stages is a progress, not for God, who is eternal and unchanging, but for us, who live and grow in time, spiritually as well as materially. Jesus had told his disciples that it would be better for them that he go away, back into heaven, and send the Holy Spirit to them. We find that hard to believe: we think we would be better off if Jesus had not ascended back to heaven but remained on earth in his human body forever. We’d probably want to elect him president. But he wouldn’t run. He himself says it is better for us to have the Holy Spirit. Why?

			Because God is love. The aim of love is intimacy, and the Holy Spirit gives us maximum intimacy with God and God with us. You might think of God the Father as God outside us, God the Son as God beside us, and God the Holy Spirit as God inside us. It’s all about what love desires and demands, which is union. If you love someone, you want to get inside them more and more; you want to be with them in every part of their lives. Already, from the beginning, in the Old Testament, God the Father barges into people’s lives and interferes with their fallen and foolish ways. In the Gospels, God the Son gets even closer by becoming one of us, beside us, and shows us more and more of the Father. And at Pentecost, God the Holy Spirit gets inside us, and through the Church of which he is the soul, he shows us even more clearly who God is through his guidance of the councils and the creeds. The supreme doctrine, the doctrine of the Trinity, the map of ultimate reality, so to speak, was entrusted to the Church. 

			God is one, and always acts as one, all three divine persons acting together. When he created the world, the Father did so by speaking his Word, his word of command—“Let there be”—and by sending his Spirit to move and breathe life into all things. Every time we pray, all three persons are actively working in us. God the Father is the person we pray to, who draws us from above; God the Holy Spirit is the person who inspires us to pray, who moves us from within; God the Son is the way that connects us with the Father, our mediator, because he is both God and man. 

			At the first Pentecost, we have three miraculous physical signs: the mighty rushing wind, the tongues of fire, and the miracle of speaking in tongues in other languages. Each of these tells us something about God. 

			The wind tells us that God is life and the source of all life, both physical and spiritual. The word for “life” and the word for “breath” or “air” or “wind” is the same word in Hebrew. (That’s also true in Greek and in Latin. It’s ruach in Hebrew, pneuma in Greek, and anima in Latin.) 

			The fire tells us that God is a heart burning with love; that he is not cold but hot. God is not a polar ice cap but a volcano, not a polite philanthropist but a passionate lover. 

			When the different nations in Jerusalem suddenly understand each other’s languages, producing peace and unity instead of misunderstanding and division, undoing the babble that began with the Tower of Babel—what does this miracle mean? What does it signify? The Greek word for “miracle” means, literally, “sign.” What does this miracle sign-ify? What does it tell us about God? It tells us that God desires unity and peace and understanding and reconciliation and communication and light and truth. 

			Light, life, and love are the Bible’s three favorite words for the nature of God. They are the three things we need the most, and the three things we are designed for because we are made in God’s image. That’s why our three greatest enemies are darkness, death, and damnation. Darkness (both physical and spiritual darkness) is the opposite of light; death (both physical and spiritual death) is the opposite of life; and damnation is the opposite of love, the absence of loving or being loved, which is the very life of God and of heaven. 

			That’s why, as Cardinal Sarah so simply and profoundly put it in the title of his first book—it’s “God or nothing.”

			There are only three things we all have to work for and devote our whole lives to, no matter what else we do with our lives. They are light, life, and love. We have three mission tasks: to speak the truth to a culture of lies, to work for life in a culture of death, and to live a life of love in a culture of selfishness and “me first” consumerism and individualism. We have to be that light, and to be that fire, and to be that reconciliation in this material world; to let our very body be a house that is happily haunted by the Holy Ghost.

			[image: ]

			Alternative reflection, focusing on the Church:

			Today we celebrate the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost to be the soul of the Church.

			How do you think the Church has survived for two thousand years without ever changing her teachings, only explaining them more and more? Even when people inside the Church, as well as outside, disbelieved and disobeyed her teachings, she never changed them. No other visible institution in the world has that faithful a track record. It is literally miraculous. The only explanation is that her soul is not human; it is divine. It is not our spirit; it is the Holy Spirit.

			Where do you think the Church’s masterpiece of a book, the New Testament, came from? A couple of confused Jewish peasants? Where do you think the profound theology of the Trinity and the Incarnation came from? Human wisdom? Where do you think the saints came from? The Church is a saint-making machine like no other. Where do you think the thousands and thousands of Catholic miracles that have left their clear footprints in history came from? From human effort? From the sad, silly, shallow, sinful, selfish, stupid spirit of man? Or from the Holy Spirit of God? 

			Whenever the Church fell into serious sin, she did so not in obedience but in disobedience to her teachings. The teachings remained pure, true, good, wise, and consistent for two thousand years even when priests, bishops, and even popes disobeyed them. Remember, one of the first bishops, one of the twelve Apostles, was Judas Iscariot, the first Catholic bishop to accept a government grant.

			When Jesus was around, one out of twelve bishops was a traitor. That’s almost 10 percent of his clergy. The percentage of bad apples is much lower today, but there are still Judas Iscariots in the Church, and some of them are cardinals. Priests, bishops, and cardinals who molest children are working for the same employer Judas worked for, and what did Jesus Christ, the most loving and compassionate man who ever lived, have to say about them, about those who cause his little ones to stumble? It was something about millstones being hung around their neck and being thrown into the sea (see Matt. 18:6). 

			How can we believe that this Church so full of sinners is guided by the Holy Spirit? The New Testament uses Noah’s ark as a symbol for the Church. How can that zoo be the Ark of salvation? Imagine all the animal poop they had to clean up! Well, the Church is not a museum for saints but a hospital for sinners. That’s who it’s for. There are great saints in it, and it produces great saints, but they’re rare, especially in our present Western civilization. Catholics in North America and Europe use pornography, masturbate, fornicate, commit adultery, use contraception, and engage in sodomy, divorce, abortion, and rape at almost the same rate as non-Catholics; and many theologians, especially in Europe, argue for compromise on every unpopular moral issue of the day, especially the Church’s unchanging two-thousand-year-old teachings about sexual morality. These are facts, not opinions. 

			But it’s also a fact that the Church never did and never can compromise her teachings because they come from Christ. And it is only because he sent his Holy Spirit into her that her “Magisterium,” or teaching authority, has been faithful to him and has consistently refused to conform to the winds of fashion that blow in every direction except hers.

			All true prophets throughout the Old Testament, throughout the New Testament, and throughout the history of the Church have been controversial and countercultural—like their Lord. The controversy is inevitable: the cavity always hates the dentist; the cancer always hates the radiation. Many people today say they are “spiritual but not religious.” There is nothing prophetic about being “spiritual.” It’s comfortably vague and popular and safe. But God is not safe. The Holy Spirit is not safe. He came in tongues of fire. “Spirituality” is an “it,” but the Holy Spirit is a “he.” Spirituality is a human idea, the Holy Spirit is a divine person. 

			The Holy Spirit holds the Church together and gives her life, as your soul holds your body together and gives it life. As soon as your soul leaves your body—when you die—your body falls apart. But the Holy Spirit never leaves the Church. She will never fall apart or die. She will live until the end of time and even beyond that. Jesus promises that the gates of hell will never prevail against his Church. If hell can’t kill her, nothing can.

			Second Reading

			1 Corinthians 12:3b–7, 12–13	

			Brothers and sisters: No one can say, “Jesus is Lord,” except by the Holy Spirit. 

			There are different kinds of spiritual gifts but the same Spirit; there are different forms of service but the same Lord; there are different workings but the same God who produces all of them in everyone. To each individual the manifestation of the Spirit is given for some benefit. 

			As a body is one though it has many parts, and all the parts of the body, though many, are one body, so also Christ. For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, slaves or free persons, and we were all given to drink of one Spirit.

				

			St. Paul says that “no one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit.” When you believe and confess that first, earliest, and most fundamental of all the Christian creeds; when you confess that “Jesus is Lord”; and when you do this both with your soul and your body, both with your free will and your mouth, both with your inside and with your outside, you are being inspired by the Holy Spirit—God is speaking through you. God is the author of your faith; God is the first cause of your faith. Faith is a gift of God. 

			It is a free gift, like all gifts. For something to be a gift, it must be both freely given and freely received. God freely gives this gift of faith (and also hope and love) to everyone, but not everyone freely chooses to receive it. So when the Church claims that faith is a gift of God, she is not saying that it is not our free choice to believe, but just the opposite, that it is. God deals with us freely because God always deals with anything according to its nature. God does not pervert or destroy or weaken or cripple the nature of anything but perfects it. So when God’s grace deals with you, it does not take away your freedom—the free will that is essential to your human nature—but perfects it. It is like light: it does not remove or destroy or weaken the colors it shines on but intensifies them, makes them more visible, makes red redder and green greener and blue bluer. So when God’s Spirit moves you to faith, when God gives you the gift of faith, he does not do it by bypassing your free choice but by perfecting it. It is your free choice to believe in him and to trust him, to entrust your whole self to him. The very same act of faith that comes from your free choice is also coming from God’s Spirit within you inspiring you. 

			St. Paul’s text today talks about the great variety of gifts that the Holy Spirit gives to us. Some are prophets, some are teachers, some are workers, some are mothers, some are healers. All of these are divine gifts. They are diverse. That diversity, that variety in the Church, comes from the same source as her unity, which is her one Lord. For this one Lord gives different gifts to different people. 

			Every person has some special gift that they can actively use better than most others can and also some special need—the need to receive some gift from someone else who has a gift that they don’t have. We all have some special power, and we all have some handicap. Men need women and women need men. Children need parents and parents need children. Rulers need citizens and citizens need rulers. Workers need supervisors and supervisors need workers. The Body of Christ works in the same way any well-ordered society works and the same organic way your human body works: each organ works for the common good. Karl Marx had at least this one thing profoundly right: in the good society the principle is “from each according to his abilities, to each according to his needs.” That’s not how Communism works in fact, but it is how the Church works.

			For the Church is an organic body—the Body of Christ. In an organism, there is both unity and diversity. Lungs, heart, brain, kidneys, and sex organs all work for the same common good—namely, the health of the whole body. And each organ does its own unique work. Both the unity and the diversity come from the same source: the soul or spirit that is the life of the body. You have only one soul but many organs in your body, and that one soul gives unity to all the organs. When your soul leaves your body at death, the organs no longer work together. They fall apart. What your soul is to your body, the Holy Spirit is to the Church, which is the Mystical Body of Christ, a spiritual organism. You are one of its organs, or one of its cells. No analogy is perfect, and the Church has many more organs than the body has. But each individual in the Church is as unique and irreplaceable as each organ in the body. And in both your natural body and in Christ’s Mystical Body, the Church, the spirit is the source of both the unity and the diversity. 

			Christ’s Mystical Body has billions of organs, but each one is different and indispensable. There is something you alone can do, something God designed you and no one else to do, both in this world now and in heaven forever. The Church is more like a family than a business or a workforce. When you die, no one can replace you in your family, even though someone can replace you in your business or your workforce. Why is that? Because the workforce or the business is just an organization, but the family is an organism. You can no more replace another in the family than your lung can replace your kidney in your body. 

			And the Church is a family, not a business; it is an organism, not an organization. God is our Father, not our boss. In that supernatural family, as in your natural family, nobody else can be you. Somebody else can take over your job, but nobody else can take over your soul, your personality. You are indispensable. 

			That’s why you have to make it to heaven: there is something you alone can do in heaven. There is something in God, some aspect of his truth and goodness and beauty, that no one else can know or appreciate as you can. And you will show that aspect of God to everyone else in heaven, just as you do now on earth—but much, much better. That’s why God created so many people, not just one. Even every snowflake is unique, and certainly every person is unique. As light is reflected differently in different snowflakes, God’s image is reflected differently in many different persons. You are one of them.

			There is a place setting for you at the banquet table in heaven, at the big family dinner. Your name is on that place setting. Your name is also on God’s personal invitation to you. He does not address his letters to “Dear Occupant” or “Dear Citizen.” He sends a personalized love letter to you alone. Be sure you respond with a yes. He’s your Father, and he loves every single one of his children more passionately than any earthly father does. 

			How do we know that? It’s very clear and simple: Jesus says so. Do you think you know God better than he does?

			Gospel

			John 20:19–23	

			On the evening of that first day of the week, when the doors were locked where the disciples were, for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood in their midst and said to them, “Peace be with you.” When he had said this, he showed them his hands and his side. The disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” And when he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit. Whose sins you forgive are forgiven them, and whose sins you retain are retained.”

				

			In today’s Gospel, Jesus gives his Apostles, and therefore his Church, and therefore us, three gifts.

			First, and most importantly, his presence: “When the doors were locked, where the disciples were, for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood in their midst.” There is no gift better than yourself, your presence. Solving your problem can usually be done by strangers, if they are competent experts, but no stranger can give you the gift you want most from the one you love most: simply their presence, simply the words “Here I am. I am here for you.” That applies especially to what you can do for the sick and the dying. During the COVID-19 pandemic and the “social distancing” that it made necessary, the complaint that was the most painful and the most often heard was not that people were dying but that they were dying alone.

			The disciples were cowering in fear behind locked doors because they thought, quite naturally, that those who had succeeded in killing Jesus would now come after them too. But Christ came through their locked doors, and he also comes through ours. For it’s not just keys but fear that locks our doors, especially the fear that God does not wholly love us and understand us and our weaknesses; that we cannot trust him completely. And pride, and the refusal to admit that we are in the wrong. But faith and love cast out fear. Even weak faith and love let him in. Open the door to him one inch, and he will come in a mile.

			In the famous painting of Jesus outside a door, holding a lantern, there is no knob on the door. The knob is on the inside. It opens only from within. 

			Jesus no longer stands before us in his human body as he stood before the eleven Apostles, but he is still with us in at least four ways.

			He is present in the Eucharist, in his full divinity and humanity. And, within his humanity, both in his human soul and his human body. And, in his body, both in the flesh and in the blood, which were separated in death. 

			He also is still before us in our souls. He is present there spiritually rather than materially, but he is really present, and present actively. He keeps doing things to us if we let him. He is as really present in our souls as the Eucharist is really present in our bodies for about fifteen minutes after we receive Holy Communion.

			And since he is present in every Christian soul, he is present to you in your Christian neighbor. Mother Teresa famously said she sees Jesus everywhere, especially in the “distressing disguise” of the poor.

			Finally, he is present in his Holy Spirit, whom he sent at Pentecost. It’s his Spirit, after all, not a stranger’s: his and his Father’s. The Holy Spirit is the eternal love between the Father and the Son—the love that is so real that it is not just a force but a person. That love lives in us and we in him.

			So the first and most important gift Jesus gives us is simply himself. All his other gifts depend on that one. 

			A second gift is his peace. Twice he pronounced these words to his Apostles: “Peace be with you.” That was not just a wish or even a prayer but a word of command that accomplished what it signified, like a sacrament. It was like God saying, “Let there be light,” and there was light (Gen. 1:3). 

			Jesus does not just give us peace; Jesus is our peace. It is a peace the world cannot give: a peace with God, not with the devil; and with ourselves, not with our false selves, our masks and evasions and hidings; and with our neighbors, all of them, not just the easy ones. It is a peace that accepts poverty, chastity, and obedience, and therefore it is also a war against greed and lust and pride. We live in a war between those two kinds of peace, the peace of Christ and the peace of the Antichrist. So Christ gives us two gifts: the gift of his peace and the gift of war against peace with the world, the flesh, and the devil, with greed and lust and pride. 

			A third gift Christ gives is the Holy Spirit. The word for “spirit” in both Hebrew and Greek is the same word that also means “breath” or “breath of life.” So Jesus gives his Apostles this gift sacramentally by breathing on them. God usually gives us spiritual gifts through material means, which are sacramental signs.

			And one of the first powers of the Spirit is the authority to forgive sins. 

			“Authority” means both the right and the power. He had promised earlier that he would give this gift to his Apostles when he said, “Whose sins you forgive are forgiven them, and whose sins you retain are retained” (John 20:23). It is the power of binding and loosing. 

			We don’t have to wonder and worry about whether our sins are really forgiven if we are Catholics because our priests have the real power to authoritatively administer Christ’s forgiveness in the sacrament of Confession. The authority is from Christ—that’s why it is absolute and guaranteed. It’s Christ’s own power to forgive that we receive in that sacrament, just as it’s Christ’s own Body that we receive in the Eucharist. It’s not just a symbol, or a word, or an assurance; it’s a reality. 

			Forgiveness is not just a subjective attitude but an objective reality, like forgiving a debt. Christ paid the debt on the cross, and that means we don’t pay it. We are free. He has untied the knots that bind our souls. They are just as real as the knots in a rope that tie you to a chair. He really sets you free. You walk into that confessional box full of spiritual dirt and you walk out clean. It’s like a shower. It really works because he really works; he does his job. That’s his job description. That’s what he came to earth for: to take away your sins; he is “the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29). In today’s Gospel, Jesus gives that power to forgive sins to his Apostles and to their successors, the priests and bishops they ordained, in an unbroken chain that will last until the end of time. 

			Christ left the Church seven sacraments that have the power to give us his grace for different aspects of our life, for different rooms in our house. Baptism is like a bed, a birthing room. Confirmation is like a gym, a workout room. Confession is like a bathroom, a washroom. The Eucharist is like a dining room, a banquet. Both marriage and priestly ordination are like the entry room. And Viaticum, or “Last Rites,” is like the bed again, our death bed, to give us strength for the final journey. As St. Paul wrote, “My God will fully supply whatever you need, in accord with his glorious riches in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 4:19). 

		

	
		
			Ordinary Time

		

	
		
			Second Sunday in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Isaiah 62:1–5	

			For Zion’s sake I will not be silent, 

			for Jerusalem’s sake I will not be quiet, 

			until her vindication shines forth like the dawn 

			and her victory like a burning torch. 

			Nations shall behold your vindication, 

			and all the kings your glory; 

			you shall be called by a new name 

			pronounced by the mouth of the Lord. 

			You shall be a glorious crown in the hand of the Lord, 

			a royal diadem held by your God. 

			No more shall people call you “Forsaken,” 

			or your land “Desolate,” 

			but you shall be called “My Delight,” 

			and your land “Espoused.” 

			For the Lord delights in you 

			and makes your land his spouse. 

			As a young man marries a virgin, 

			your Builder shall marry you; 

			and as a bridegroom rejoices in his bride 

			so shall your God rejoice in you.

				

			Today’s reading from Isaiah is a beautiful prophecy and promise, but it raises some questions we need to look at. 

			First, like most of the prophecies and prayers in the Bible, it is full of poetic images and symbols. Our usual reaction to that is to turn on a vague smile and to turn off our minds. That is wrong, because it violates the most basic principle of all human communication: read the mind of the writer, not your own. Don’t think, “Oh, that’s poetry, so it’s not true; it’s just fancy words to make us feel good,” because that’s not the writer’s intention. Don’t check your mind at the door of a poem or a cathedral or a symphony. Whether it’s beautiful rhetoric and poetic symbolism or whether it’s clear, hard, literal eyewitness description, it’s meant to awaken your mind as well as your heart. Words are not just fires but lights. They are not just matches to kindle emotional reactions in us; they are signs. What do they signify?

			All of the poetic, symbolic signs or images in today’s prophecy express abstract concepts in concrete visible images. For instance, the “vindication” of Israel will shine forth “like the dawn” and her “victory” will shine forth “like a burning torch.” And Israel’s “new name” will be “pronounced” by the “mouth of the Lord,” the Lord who, as a pure spirit, has no bodily mouth. And the nation of Israel shall “be a glorious crown in the hand of the Lord.” A nation is not literally a crown, and God does not have literal hands. Most interesting of all, the land of Israel shall be “espoused”—that is, engaged to be married. 

			Let’s think these images through. Let’s focus on the last one, because that one is bound to be the one we are the most interested in because it has something to do with sex. 

			Who is being addressed here? People, surely. What people? God’s people, God’s faithful, Israel, his chosen people. Christ’s universal or “catholic” Church is the new Israel, the fulfillment of Israel. So the Christian interpretation of this passage is messianic: Christ the Messiah has made all Christians the ones addressed by this promise and prophecy. “All Christians” means the Church. Two of the Church’s names for herself are “the people of God” and “the Mystical Body of Christ.” Another is “the Bride of Christ.” 

			That is why the Church has always called herself “she,” never “he,” just as she has never called God “she” but always “he.” Our relationship to God is always imaged by a heterosexual marriage. Of course it’s symbolic, but it is a divinely revealed symbol. It is true. “Symbolic” does not mean “untrue.” “God is our Father” and “Jesus is our good shepherd” are both symbolic, not literal—but they are true. “God is our slave driver” and “God is our Mafia Godfather” are symbolic too, but they are false symbols. Jesus as a big bad wolf instead of a good shepherd is symbolic too, but false. 

			Whether he speaks literally (like “Creator and creature”) or symbolically (like “husband and wife”), God knows how best to speak of both himself and you.

			The other symbols or images in this prophecy, the nonsexual ones, are not terribly surprising. God will vindicate our faith in him and our hope in his promises, and that will be like the light of dawn after waiting for it in hope all night, or like a flaming torch chasing away the dangerous darkness. And when Scripture speaks of God’s body parts, the hands symbolize power because it is the hands that do most of the work, and the mouth symbolizes truth and wisdom because that is what we expect in speech. And a crown symbolizes kingly authority, rightful authority, which God has and delegates to his Church. Christ said to his Apostles, “Whoever listens to you listens to me” (Luke 10:16).

			But the passage ends with a very surprising symbol: God wants to marry us! “Your Builder shall marry you,” it says. The RSV’s literal translation is even more striking: “Your Creator shall be your husband.”

			And the passage goes on to say, “As a bridegroom rejoices in his bride so shall your God rejoice in you.” We are not surprised to find man rejoicing in God but here God rejoices in man; God is more deeply in love with us than Romeo is with Juliet.

			Of course it’s symbolic, but that does not mean it is less than the literal meaning, but rather much more. For this spiritual marriage, this vertical marriage, is not an image of literal, physical marriage but vice versa: Literal marriage, human marriage, natural marriage, horizontal marriage, is a symbol of the vertical, spiritual marriage. The oldest sacrament in the world, the one God instituted in the Garden of Eden, is a sacred symbol of our ultimate destiny and happiness in heaven: to be united to God in spiritual marriage, to share his very life. 

			That is why God created us. That is why we exist. That is why we must learn to love each other while we are on earth: because we are in training for the complete love that we will live in forever in heaven, where we will finally fulfill what we are called to do on earth—to love God with our whole heart and soul and mind and strength and to love our neighbor as we love ourselves. 

			Earthly marriage is a symbol, an image, an appetizer, a shadow, a foretaste, a hint, of heavenly marriage to God. Everything good on earth is a symbol or foretaste of something good in heaven. St. Paul sees earthly families that way. He says, “I kneel before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on earth is named” (Eph. 3:14–15). He sees fatherhood on earth as a symbol of the fatherhood of God, and families on earth as symbols of the heavenly family. Jesus sees physical food as a symbol of spiritual food when he says, “My food is to do the will of the one who sent me” (John 4:34). For God is not made in our image; we are made in his. We speak of him in symbols because it is we who are the symbol, not him. 

			If these reflections surprise us and reverse our expectations, if they seem topsy-turvy and stand us on our head, that is because we have been upside down. God’s Word turns us right side up.

			Second Reading

			1 Corinthians 12:4–11	

			Brothers and sisters: There are different kinds of spiritual gifts but the same Spirit; there are different forms of service but the same Lord; there are different workings but the same God who produces all of them in everyone. To each individual the manifestation of the Spirit is given for some benefit. To one is given through the Spirit the expression of wisdom; to another, the expression of knowledge according to the same Spirit; to another, faith by the same Spirit; to another, gifts of healing by the one Spirit; to another, mighty deeds; to another, prophecy; to another, discernment of spirits; to another, varieties of tongues; to another, interpretation of tongues. But one and the same Spirit produces all of these, distributing them individually to each person as he wishes.

				

			The second reading for today is a continuation of last week’s second reading and makes the same basic point: that the Church has both unity and diversity; she is both one and many—one in Spirit and various in gifts. What today’s reading adds to this general principle is a specific list of the gifts. 

			These are charismatic gifts—that is, supernatural gifts from God, not just natural gifts from human nature. They come from the Holy Spirit, not from the human spirit. Some of them, such as wisdom, are supernatural versions of natural gifts, so that the borderline between supernatural wisdom and natural wisdom is often fuzzy. This kind of gift is quite common. Other gifts are distinctively supernatural, such as the gift of miracles. These are quite rare. But every Christian has some gift from God. If you have God in your soul by Baptism, you also have some of his gifts, because God is not cheap.

			There are nine gifts listed here, but the list St. Paul gives is not meant to be exhaustive. In other places other gifts are also added to the list.

			Here is his list of nine charismatic gifts: wisdom, knowledge, faith, healing, miracles, prophecy, discernment of spirits, tongues, and the interpretation of tongues. 

			The reason St. Paul lists them here, and the reason he puts the gift of speaking in tongues and the gift of the interpretation of tongues last, becomes clear later in the context. He is spending two whole chapters on the subject of charismatic gifts, chapters 12 and 14. They surround chapter 13, the famous chapter on love; and Paul’s main point is that love justifies and orders all the gifts and is much more important than the gifts, even the supernatural gifts. The Corinthians were making too much of the gift of tongues because it was rather spectacular, and St. Paul says that even though all these gifts are authentic and good, the gift of speaking in tongues is not as important as the Corinthians thought, and it is to be used in an orderly and reasonable way. 

			They are called “charismatic” gifts. The word “charism” means “gift.” But the charismatic gifts are not gifts we can give to each other but gifts given by God. The term “Pentecostal” is sometimes used as a synonym for “charismatic” because the gift of speaking in tongues was given at Pentecost. There are many Pentecostal sects of Christianity around the world today, especially in Latin America, most of them neither Catholic nor Protestant (though there are also many charismatic individuals in all denominations, both Protestant and Catholic). 

			Some of the nondenominational “charismatics” are very sincere and holy people, but many of them are making the same three mistakes today as the Corinthians made two thousand years ago. First, many of them say that if you don’t have the gift of speaking in tongues you don’t have the Holy Spirit at all. Second, many of them use this gift in bizarre and unedifying ways, without order or reason. Often they are wildly emotional. Third, they often claim private revelations from God that contradict each other and contradict what the Church and the Bible have consistently taught for two thousand years. Catholic charismatics do not make those three mistakes. St. Paul clearly says that these gifts are all given for the common good of the Church. That is the standard that distinguishes their proper use from their misuse. 

			But the Bible and the Church both tell us that charismatic gifts themselves are genuine and good and from God. Their misuse does not take away their rightful use. They are God’s gifts, so they are not only good but precious.

			Let’s define each of the nine listed here.

			Wisdom and knowledge are of course universally human virtues, but the charismatic versions of them are not just from human reason or natural talents. Sometimes the person with these gifts is empowered by God to know something he or she could not possibly have known by human, natural means, usually about the hidden needs of another person who needs some grace or healing. The gift of wisdom is knowledge of what to do, knowledge for practice or action. This too is sometimes supernatural and sometimes natural.

			Faith is also a virtue for every Christian, but the charismatic gift of faith is an extraordinary faith that gives a certainty that ordinary faith does not give, especially the faith that a specific prayer will be answered.

			The gift of healing is also extraordinary and miraculous. Of course, miracles are never guaranteed or automatic, and of course no miracle of healing is done by man but only by God. A number of Catholic priests have healing ministries that have produced many apparently miraculous healings. Other miraculous powers constitute another gift, but most miracles, like most of Jesus’ miracles, are miracles of healing.

			Prophecy does not mean primarily foretelling the future. It’s not foretelling but forthtelling. It is a gift of speaking God’s mind and will, speaking from God, not just about him. St. Paul says this is an important and unusual gift. Some recent popes have had this gift. 

			The power to discern spirits means both the power to discern whether a person is under the influence of a supernatural spirit and also whether that spirit is good or evil, angel or demon. This gift too is rare but real in our time and culture, though it is quite common in more Christian, more primitive, and more traditional cultures. Today, it is especially common in Africa and Latin America.

			The gift of tongues means either the gift the Apostles received at Pentecost, to understand foreign languages that you never learned, or the gift to speak in languages you do not understand. This is the commonest of the charismatic gifts. St. Paul may be suggesting that some of these languages are the languages of angels when he says, “If I speak in human and angelic tongues, but do not have love, I am a resounding gong or a clashing cymbal.” 

			The gift of interpretation of tongues means the gift of translating a message from some charismatic language, or tongue, that is not understood, into the language understood by all. (Charismatic languages are languages, after all, not just babble.)

			The charismatic gifts have ebbed and flowed a lot in the history of the Church. They are always more common in places and times of great poverty, simple faith, and personal or social crisis, suffering, and persecution, and less common in places and times like ours that are rich, sophisticated, comfortable, and safe. The same is true of miracles, angels, and exorcisms. 

			There are two opposite interpretations of this fact. One is that God gives supernatural gifts most where they are needed most, so we should not long for such times because they are times of greater need and often times of crisis. The other interpretation is that God gives these supernatural gifts where we have the most faith and expectation—times with great saints—and so we should long for such times. Perhaps it is both, since great crises produce great saints, as great geological pressures produce diamonds.

			In any case, the whole dimension of the supernatural, the miraculous, and spiritual warfare is quite real, and to ignore it and reduce our religion to just being nice to our neighbors and working for social justice, important as that is, is like ignoring bullets and bombs and reducing a war to policy and propaganda. The Bible clearly tells us that we are at war, and that our “struggle is not with flesh and blood but with the principalities, with the powers, with the world rulers of this present darkness, with the evil spirits in the heavens” (Eph. 6:12). If you don’t even know you’re at war, and if you think you have no enemies, you are going to get whupped. And the Church is getting quite a “whuppin” today in the civilization that used to be called “Christendom.” In Western Europe, for every person who enters the Church, ten leave it. All over the world, the Church is growing the most where there are the most charismatic gifts and also the most sufferings and persecutions.

			Gospel

			John 2:1–11	

			There was a wedding at Cana in Galilee, and the mother of Jesus was there. Jesus and his disciples were also invited to the wedding. When the wine ran short, the mother of Jesus said to him, “They have no wine.” And Jesus said to her, “Woman, how does your concern affect me? My hour has not yet come.” His mother said to the servers, “Do whatever he tells you.” Now there were six stone water jars there for Jewish ceremonial washings, each holding twenty to thirty gallons. Jesus told them, “Fill the jars with water.” So they filled them to the brim. Then he told them, “Draw some out now and take it to the headwaiter.” So they took it. And when the headwaiter tasted the water that had become wine, without knowing where it came from—although the servers who had drawn the water knew—the headwaiter called the bridegroom and said to him, “Everyone serves good wine first, and then when people have drunk freely, an inferior one; but you have kept the good wine until now.” Jesus did this as the beginning of his signs at Cana in Galilee and so revealed his glory, and his disciples began to believe in him.

				

			John is the only one of the four Evangelists who recounts this story, probably because he was the one who took Mary into his own home after Jesus, from the cross, said to him, “Behold your mother,” and to Mary, “Behold your son.” It must have been one of Mary’s favorite stories.

			It begins at a wedding feast. Wedding feasts often lasted seven days in that culture. They took both marriage and the celebration of it much more seriously than we do. Mary was there but not Joseph, which means that he must have died sometime in the eighteen-year period between this wedding, which was the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry, at age thirty, and the last time we hear of Joseph, when Jesus was twelve and was left behind in the Jerusalem temple for three days.

			It was a terrible embarrassment for the host of a wedding celebration to run out of wine. Mary approaches Jesus about it—which means that she must have known his ability to perform miracles. But he had not yet done any in public, since he had not planned to begin his public ministry yet. 

			That is itself a remarkable and telling fact: that he delayed his three-year-long public ministry until he was thirty. It took him ten times more time to prepare his work than to do it. Any painter understands that. So does any organizer and planner of any feast, Thanksgiving dinner, or conference. The silent years in Jesus’ life are as essential as the years we know about. 

			Mary’s plea to Jesus to solve the embarrassing problem of running out of wine is a perfect example of feminine diplomacy. She does not tell him what to do. She does not argue. She does not plead. She does not hector or hassle him. She does not put a guilt trip on him. She simply tells him the fact: “They have no wine.” Such a prayer shows great faith. She does not add anything to the simple fact that they have no wine because she knows Jesus well. She knows his compassion. She must have given him a knowing look that was far more eloquent than a million words. Women know how to do that much better than men do. We all know that’s true, even though it’s no longer politically correct or even permissible to say that in so-called “educated” company.

			Jesus’ first response tests her faith. It’s essentially, “That may be your problem, but it’s not mine.” She does not take that as his final answer. She knows him too well for that. Her response is not to come back at him with an argument but to simply assume that his eventual answer will be the opposite of what he said to her; that he will indeed see this as his problem, not just hers. He will see it as his precisely because it is hers. He knows that too. He knows her so well that he knows how well she knows him. No one in all the universe knows Jesus better than his mother. 

			The fact that Jesus alters his plans to begin his public ministry because of Mary’s gentle intercession should give us immense confidence in Mary’s prayer power. Mary can change Jesus’ mind! If Jesus says no to your prayers, go to Mary. He just can’t say no to her! He’s the Lord of the universe, but Mary is the mother of the Lord of the universe. He’s the Head of the Church, which is his Body, and Mary symbolizes the Church; but Mary is the neck that can turn the Head.

			What Mary says next is not said to him. She knows that there is no more need for conversation between them. She knows she doesn’t need to try to change his mind. She needs to change the minds of the waiters at the feast. So she gives them the best commandment anybody ever gave anybody, the very best advice in the whole world, the advice that summarizes and contains absolutely everything in the life of a Christian in one short sentence: “Do whatever he tells you.” Those are Mary’s last recorded words. John records them because he knows that they are not just for the waiters at the feast but for all Christians, for the whole Church and every single individual in it down to the end of time. It is the only advice that no one can ever possibly go wrong in following. It is the whole meaning of life, and it is the secret of becoming a saint: simply obeying this one commandment, saying to the man who was and is God, “Thy will be done,” with all your heart and soul and mind and strength.

			And the result is the first of Jesus’ many miracles, turning water into wine. The word translated “miracle” means literally “sign.” The word “sign” is the first part of the word “significance.” Miracles have significance. They are like words: they mean something beyond themselves. They point. They point to Jesus and to his power to do anything. They invite us to put all our faith in him, for he is God, and “for God all things are possible” (Matt. 19:26). 

			All his miracles do something apparently impossible, something like turning water into wine. In some way, they turn a situation around, turning worse into better, turning a before into an after, turning empty into full, turning not enough into enough. 

			And more than just enough: as the headwaiter marvels to the bridegroom, “You have kept the good wine until now.” He doesn’t just restore the lost situation; he makes it better than it ever was. 

			God does that to us too. He keeps the best till last. When you die you will see something infinitely more beautiful than you ever saw before, something that no one can put into words, something St. Paul describes in these words: “‘What eye has not seen, and ear has not heard, / and what has not entered the human heart, / what God has prepared for those who love him,’ / this God has revealed to us through the Spirit” (1 Cor. 2:9–10).

		

	
		
			Third Sunday in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Nehemiah 8:2–4a, 5–6, 8–10	

			Ezra the priest brought the law before the assembly, which consisted of men, women, and those children old enough to understand. Standing at one end of the open place that was before the Water Gate, he read out of the book from daybreak till midday, in the presence of the men, the women, and those children old enough to understand; and all the people listened attentively to the book of the law. Ezra the scribe stood on a wooden platform that had been made for the occasion. He opened the scroll so that all the people might see it—for he was standing higher up than any of the people—; and, as he opened it, all the people rose. Ezra blessed the Lord, the great God, and all the people, their hands raised high, answered, “Amen, amen!” Then they bowed down and prostrated themselves before the Lord, their faces to the ground. Ezra read plainly from the book of the law of God, interpreting it so that all could understand what was read. Then Nehemiah, that is, His Excellency, and Ezra the priest-scribe and the Levites who were instructing the people said to all the people: “Today is holy to the Lord your God. Do not be sad, and do not weep”— for all the people were weeping as they heard the words of the law. He said further: “Go, eat rich foods and drink sweet drinks, and allot portions to those who had nothing prepared; for today is holy to our Lord. Do not be saddened this day, for rejoicing in the Lord must be your strength!”

				

			We do not understand this passage if we think only of ourselves and our culture. But these Jews had just returned to their holy land from seventy years of exile in Babylon. For seventy years, they had not read or heard the “book of the law,” the five books of Moses that are the first five books of our Old Testament. The Law was far more important to the Jews than law is to us, for the Law was God’s Law, God’s will for them; it was their link to God, their umbilical cord to God; it was the heart of their religion, their relationship with God. It was for them almost what Jesus is to us: the mediator, the link to God. And now, for the first time in seventy years, they had it back. It was for them almost what Jesus’ Second Coming will be for us.

			That’s why they wept. That’s why they attended to it for half a day, from sunrise till noon. That’s why they bowed with their faces to the ground, as pious Muslims still do today. That’s why they said, “Amen, amen!” That’s why every detail of this scene is told: details of the place, the time, the speakers, the audience, and their reactions. 

			Few people could read or write anywhere in the world at this time, so their auditory memories were far better than ours. Ezra was called a “scribe”—that is, someone who could read and write. It was a special and rare vocation. Books, in the form of scrolls, were extremely rare and extremely expensive. There were no private libraries. No one read privately and silently; books for them were like sheet music for us: directions for live, public performance of the music. This event was like hearing a symphony orchestra for the first time in your life. 

			The comparison to music is not an exaggeration. For the Law was, for ancient Israel, more like music than like prosaic, practical, technical, legal documents. There is probably no form of human communication that is less interesting, less beautiful, less passionate, and less heartbreaking to us than the fine print on a legal contract, and no form of communication that is more interesting, more beautiful, more passionate, and more heartbreaking than our favorite music. We have to reverse this psychology and turn it exactly upside down if we are to understand this passage of Scripture, and to understand the Jews’ love of the divine Law, especially in more simple and pious times and especially after seventy years of absence and exile. But that love is remembered and continues today among pious and observant Jews. We Christians can learn something from both Jews and Muslims when it comes to loving and revering their Scriptures. 

			Second Reading

			1 Corinthians 12:12–30
(or 1 Corinthians 12:12–14, 27)

			Brothers and sisters: As a body is one though it has many parts, and all the parts of the body, though many, are one body, so also Christ. For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, slaves or free persons, and we were all given to drink of one Spirit. 

			Now the body is not a single part, but many. If a foot should say, “Because I am not a hand I do not belong to the body,” it does not for this reason belong any less to the body. Or if an ear should say, “Because I am not an eye I do not belong to the body,” it does not for this reason belong any less to the body. If the whole body were an eye, where would the hearing be? If the whole body were hearing, where would the sense of smell be? But as it is, God placed the parts, each one of them, in the body as he intended. If they were all one part, where would the body be? But as it is, there are many parts, yet one body. The eye cannot say to the hand, “I do not need you,” nor again the head to the feet, “I do not need you.” Indeed, the parts of the body that seem to be weaker are all the more necessary, and those parts of the body that we consider less honorable we surround with greater honor, and our less presentable parts are treated with greater propriety, whereas our more presentable parts do not need this. But God has so constructed the body as to give greater honor to a part that is without it, so that there may be no division in the body, but that the parts may have the same concern for one another. If one part suffers, all the parts suffer with it; if one part is honored, all the parts share its joy. 

			Now you are Christ’s body, and individually parts of it. Some people God has designated in the church to be, first, apostles; second, prophets; third, teachers; then, mighty deeds; then gifts of healing, assistance, administration, and varieties of tongues. Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work mighty deeds? Do all have gifts of healing? Do all speak in tongues? Do all interpret?

				

			St. Paul tells us in today’s second reading that the Church really is a body, like your human body or the body of an animal or a plant. “Body” here means not just “material thing” but “living thing.” It is not lifeless, like a rock. It is an organism. It has life. The word “soul” means most basically and literally “life,” or “the source of life.” The soul is what holds an organic body together and gives it life. When the soul leaves the body and the body dies, its organs or members fall apart. They no longer work, and they no longer work together. 

			In this sense, everything that has life has a soul, but the souls of animals and plants are not immortal; they die when their bodies die. The soul of man is immortal. It is a spirit. It does not die when the body dies. 

			The human soul has three different levels of powers: vegetative, animal, and human. It gives life, growth, and unity to its body, like a plant. It also gives to its body animal sense perceptions, instinctive animal knowledge of the world, and animal desires—that is, desires for animal pleasures. Finally, it also has reason, intelligence, and understanding; and it also has a moral will, a free will, the power of free choice; and it has spiritual emotions that animals do not have, like guilt, gratitude, sympathy, honor, and outrage at injustice.

			When St. Paul says that the Church is the “body” of Christ and that we are all “members” of the Church, he means we are not just members of an organization but of an organism. The Church is not essentially an organization but an organism. “Organized religion” is not an organization like a club or like organized crime or an organized protest march or an organized political campaign or an organization like General Motors. Those things don’t have organs like feet and ears and lungs. They are not alive. The persons in them are alive, but an organization is not a person. 

			To be a “member” of the Catholic Church is not to have your name enrolled in an organization. It is to be an organ in the supernatural organism that is the Body of Christ. The total Christ consists of the Head and the members. It is one organism. Christ’s relation to the Church is like your head’s relation to your body, not like the relation between the CEO of General Motors and his employees. 

			That’s why everyone in the Church counts and why every talent, calling, and work in the Church counts: for the same reason every organ in the body counts. The body is alive only because every organ works not for itself but for the whole body—for the common good. The reason any living thing lives is that all its members work together. 

			That’s why equality is not important in the Church, as it is in politics. It’s essential in politics to protect us from injustice and oppression, but there is no equality in the body. It has a unity that’s far closer, better, and more beautiful than equality. If your eye and your nose were equal, your face would be pretty spectacularly ugly. In fact, the eye is superior to the nose for seeing and the nose is superior to the eye for smelling and the mouth is superior to the eye or the nose for eating and speaking. The brain is not the heart, and the heart is not the brain, and each one is superior to the other in what it uniquely is and does. 

			Men and women are related like that too. There is equality there, as there is not equality between the organs, but there is also inequality. Women are much better than men at being women and men are much better than women at being men. As Mister Rogers used to say, “Only boys can be the daddies, only girls can be the mommies.” You need both for procreation and you need both for education. Kids suffer when one parent dies or leaves. They need two models to look up to in different ways. Those ways naturally and rightly change as society grows, but not totally. 

			Men can never be women and women can never be men, even when they say they are what they aren’t and mutilate their sex organs in the attempt to be what both science and common sense say they are not. Transgender people should be pitied but not mutilated. 

			Back to St. Paul. Two pennies in a pile, or two robot-like Nazi soldiers marching in goose step, or two pistons in your car engine are not really one, not really unified. Take either one away and nothing happens to the other one. But two organs in your body are really one, really united, in a far more intimate and unified way than equality. The lung and the kidney, the brain and the heart, the eye and the foot depend on each other, like a man and a woman in a marriage. 

			That should be obvious. What is not obvious but startling is that this is what the Body of Christ is. After describing the organs in the human body, St. Paul says, “So also Christ.” He, too, has a Body. And what are his organs? We are!

			Christ’s Body means three things. It is a single body, but it is in three places in three different ways. First, his human physical body has ascended to heaven and is now in heaven joined forever to his human soul in his human nature, which is joined forever to his divine nature, since the Ascension was not the undoing of the Incarnation. Second, his human body, flesh and blood, is present together with his human soul and with his divine nature in the Eucharist, where he is really present Body and Blood, Soul and Divinity. Third, his Mystical Body is the Church. The soul of that body, the soul of the Church, the life force that holds it together immortally, is the Holy Spirit. 

			Of course, this is a mystery, and there is nothing exactly like it anywhere. But there are analogies to it, images of it, approximations to it everywhere there is life. Remember, the formula for life is “all for one and one for all.” Another formula for all life is “my life for yours.” Every cell and every organ in the body gives itself up for the whole body and works for the common good, not just for its own well-being. There is common unity, which is the meaning of community. And there is working together, operating together, or co-operation. Every organ or member in the human body and every organ or member in the Church gives “from each according to his ability, to each according to his need.” 

			In an organism, each organ is indispensable. Brains need hearts for blood and hearts need brains for directions. In the organism that is the Church, priests need laity and laity need priests; prophets need fundraisers and fundraisers need prophets; the rich need the poor and the poor need the rich; the brilliant need the simple and the simple need the brilliant. 

			St. Paul asks what organs or parts of your body you clothe the most. It’s not the eyes, or the mouth, which are the most beautiful, but another orifice, which is not beautiful. It’s not where the food comes in but where it eventually comes out. And he says that God deliberately designed your body that way. You would die just as surely if you had no place where the food came out as if you had no place where the food came in.

			Each organ should be grateful for every other organ in the body because if any one organ became ungrateful and ceased to work, the whole body would die, and so would that ungrateful organ. So don’t be an ungrateful organ. Look up to everyone in the Church with gratitude and don’t look down on anyone. 

			And don’t ever be envious of any other organ, anyone else in the Body. Envy is the stupidest sin in the world because it’s the only one that never gives you a second of pleasure, not even fake pleasure.

			Gospel

			Luke 1:1–4, 4:14–21	

			Since many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the events that have been fulfilled among us, just as those who were eyewitnesses from the beginning and ministers of the word have handed them down to us, I too have decided, after investigating everything accurately anew, to write it down in an orderly sequence for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may realize the certainty of the teachings you have received. 

			Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit, and news of him spread throughout the whole region. He taught in their synagogues and was praised by all. 

			He came to Nazareth, where he had grown up, and went according to his custom into the synagogue on the sabbath day. He stood up to read and was handed a scroll of the prophet Isaiah. He unrolled the scroll and found the passage where it was written: 

			The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

			because he has anointed me 

			to bring glad tidings to the poor. 

			He has sent me to proclaim liberty to captives 

			and recovery of sight to the blind, 

			to let the oppressed go free, 

			and to proclaim a year acceptable to the Lord. 

			Rolling up the scroll, he handed it back to the attendant and sat down, and the eyes of all in the synagogue looked intently at him. He said to them, “Today this Scripture passage is fulfilled in your hearing.”

				

			“Today this Scripture passage is fulfilled in your hearing.” The shock of these words of Christ in today’s Gospel cannot be underestimated. 

			To understand this, imagine you are a pious, believing Jew in Christ’s time, one of the people listening to these words in the Nazareth synagogue two thousand years ago. God, the one true God, who had created and designed you and everyone else, had chosen your people, the Jews, as his definitive vessel and instrument and collective prophet to the whole world. God is so perfect and exalted, so unendurably real, that no man could see his face and live, except Moses, his chosen prophet. Before he died, Moses spoke of another prophet, God’s final and greatest one, the chosen one, the promised one, the Messiah, who would set up God’s kingdom on earth. 

			Exactly what this was to be was not specified in detail. Most of the Jews of that time believed it would be a political kingdom like that of David and Solomon and that the Messiah would free them from the Roman Empire and Caesar as Moses freed them from Egypt and Pharaoh. Rome was dominating the whole world, including Israel, with a very efficient, successful, and tyrannical regime. Imagine the Nazis with all their cruelty, all their efficiency, and all their superior military technology and expertise but without Hitler’s insane ravings, racism, and self-destructive egotism; imagine the Nazis conquering the world and establishing a single empire for hundreds of years. Who could defeat this tyrant? Only the Messiah. When the Messiah comes, he will destroy Israel’s enemies—that is what all the prophets said. But your people had been waiting for over a thousand years.

			Suppose now that you, like the truly wise and spiritual among the Jews, believed that the Messiah would not be a political or military conqueror because you believed that your real enemies were not just the Romans but sins, evils, injustice, cruelty, spiritual evils, rather than political, this-worldly evils. Both you and the more worldly among your contemporaries were passionately awaiting the Messiah, though for different reasons. 

			One of your favorite passages about the Messiah was the one Jesus read in today’s Gospel. It was from Isaiah, the Shakespeare among the prophets, the most eloquent of the prophets, and the one who said the most about the Messiah. In this passage, Isaiah puts these words into the mouth of the coming Messiah:

			“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

			because he has anointed me 

			to bring glad tidings to the poor. 

			He has sent me to proclaim liberty to captives 

			and recovery of sight to the blind, 

			to let the oppressed go free, 

			and to proclaim a year acceptable to the Lord.” 

			You were not sure exactly what that meant but you had always interpreted that passage both physically and spiritually, both visibly and invisibly. The Messiah would perform these literal miracles, like restoring sight to the blind, which no one had ever done before; but most of all he would perform the miracle of bringing God’s own kingdom to earth, to liberate us from our spiritual blindness and our spiritual captivity to ourselves and our sins. The Messiah would bring in God’s own kingdom. It would be the final and greatest triumph of God in all of human history. Nothing could come close to comparing with it and with him.

			And now you hear this wandering teacher named Jesus, who has come back to his hometown of Nazareth and is preaching in your local synagogue. And for his sermon he chooses one of your favorite texts, the one from Isaiah about the Messiah. You know this Jesus. Everybody in his close little town knows him. He is just a nice, quiet, local boy, son of a carpenter. Many said he was a prophet, like his cousin John the Baptist. Some even said he was the Messiah. You are skeptical of that, but you are open minded. You are very eager to hear him, and when he chooses one of your favorite messianic passages, you are doubly eager to hear how he will interpret it, what new information and insight he will give you about the Messiah and God’s kingdom. 

			And after he reads this messianic prophecy, you hear him say the single most important thing that could be said about the Messiah. Not that he would be this or that, or that he would do this or that, not a new interpretation of the nature of the Messiah, but that “today this Scripture passage is fulfilled in your hearing.” You are in the real presence of the real Messiah, right here, right now.

			To understand this shock, imagine you loved C.S. Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia, seven fascinating stories about another world named Narnia. In the first volume, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, four children get into this other world through a magic wardrobe. Now imagine you discover that the wardrobe literally exists. 

			Or imagine you loved Superman comics as a kid, and then one day you actually meet the real Superman. 

			Or imagine you love stories about dragons and then one day you meet a real, literal dragon. 

			That’s the shock you get from Jesus. The old prophecy is dusted off and comes alive, like one of the pictures in the Harry Potter movies. It’s not a picture anymore; it’s reality. It’s not an idea from the past or an idea about the future; it’s present, and it’s not an idea—it’s a person. 

			In the movie Oh, God!, George Burns, at the age of one hundred, plays the part of the real God and enters a courtroom where the judge and jury are trying a case about religious rights, and the issue comes down to whether God exists or not, and the prosecuting attorney is arguing that God is only a myth. And God, in the unlikely form of a one-hundred-year-old man, comes right into that courtroom. God is Exhibit A in his own defense. The question at issue is “Is God real?” and the answer is not “He is” but “I AM.” That’s the kind of shock Jesus gave his congregation.

			And that’s the kind of shock he wants to give us. Is Jesus like Superman to you—a great ideal, a beautiful myth? Is he like a unicorn? Or is he like a stallion that you can actually ride? Is he a beautiful idea, or is he as real as a rock? Ideas don’t act; they don’t do anything. Only real beings do things. Is he just a picture on your screen? Is he just a figure in an old book? Or is he as alive and active as your best friend? Is he your best friend? 

			On Easter morning, when the disciples met the two angels at Jesus’ empty tomb, they heard this message from them: “Why do you seek the living one among the dead?” (Luke 24:5). Is that what we are doing? Do we confess merely that Jesus rose or that Jesus is risen? Is the Resurrection past or present? Is he alive and kicking? Is he a live wire? When you touch him, do you get a shock? Is he making a difference to your life? Is he doing stuff to you? 

			If not, listen in on that sermon he preached in Nazareth about the Messiah. The point of the sermon was not what the Messiah was but that he was, not his essence but his existence; and not that he would be coming in the future or that he came in the past but that he was coming now; and that his name is not “He is” but “I AM.”

			He speaks that sacred word “I AM” to you today and every day at every moment. Hear him. Open the ears of your heart. Your heart has ears and eyes. They are just as real as the ears and eyes of your body. Hear him. He is speaking. He is speaking in every event of your life. He is speaking in the greatest event in your life, which is the Mass and Holy Communion. He is speaking in Scripture, which is not just the word about God but the Word of God. When and where is this Scripture fulfilled? “Today this Scripture passage is fulfilled in your hearing.” St. Paul writes: “Behold, now is a very acceptable time; behold, now is the day of salvation” (2 Cor. 6:2). 

			If you wonder when you can meet this live wire, this Jesus, the answer is now. 

		

	
		
			Fourth Sunday in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Jeremiah 1:4–5, 17–19	

			The word of the Lord came to me, saying: 

			Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, 

			before you were born I dedicated you, 

			a prophet to the nations I appointed you. 

			But do you gird your loins; 

			stand up and tell them 

			all that I command you. 

			Be not crushed on their account, 

			as though I would leave you crushed before them; 

			for it is I this day 

			who have made you a fortified city, 

			a pillar of iron, a wall of brass, 

			against the whole land: 

			against Judah’s kings and princes, 

			against its priests and people. 

			They will fight against you but not prevail over you, 

			for I am with you to deliver you, says the Lord.

				

			In today’s reading from the prophet Jeremiah, God warns him that he, like all true prophets, will be hated and feared. God does not send prophets to pat people on the head and tell them how well they are doing. God is not a pop psychologist but a Father. 

			All true prophets are “divisive” and controversial. True prophets are live fish that can swim upstream against the current of their society’s fashionable sins. False prophets are dead fish that can only go with the current, downstream, approving their society’s sins. Not all those who are countercultural are true prophets, but all true prophets are countercultural. Neo-Nazis and Islamic terrorists and people who believe in little green men from flying saucers are countercultural too, but they are not prophets; they are deluded. But true prophets are always somehow countercultural, because we are not living in the fullness of the kingdom of God yet (surprise, surprise) and not everything is nice, and God sends prophets to us when we need them most, and we need them most when we rationalize and justify and glorify our sins and make the mistake of accepting ourselves just as we are, because that means pride instead of humility and self-righteousness instead of righteousness. None of the saints accept themselves just as they are, but every tyrant does. Hitler had no problem of self-esteem. You find saints who know they’re sinners in confessional booths but not sinners who think they’re saints.

			In today’s Gospel, God’s warning to Jeremiah comes true in the life of the greatest of all prophets when the congregation that had heard Jesus’ messianic sermon in the Nazareth synagogue and had admired his speaking then turned against him viciously and even tried to kill him when he dared to challenge them and criticize them for their self-righteousness, as all the prophets did. There’s not much profit in being a prophet. Most of them get martyred.

			If this is the theme of today’s Scripture readings, why does the Church insert between these two dark and negative passages, these two sharp warnings—the one from Jeremiah and the one from the Gospel—the most positive and popular chapter in the Bible: the chapter on love in 1 Corinthians 13?

			Obviously not to contradict the other two but to illustrate it. If you understand that chapter, you understand how countercultural it is; if you do not understand how countercultural it is, if you do not understand how radical and controversial it is, then you do not understand it. The love that this chapter is about is not the love that our culture or any secular culture understands or lives. It is controversial. It is divisive. It is distinctive. It is the love Jesus promised to give to his disciples when he said that “this is how all will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:35). If that was the same kind of love as the world already knew, the world could not recognize the difference. It would be not radically new but “same old, same old.” So this chapter must be about a different kind of love, a love so different that even the unbelieving world would sit up and take notice. 

			And that is exactly what happened. It was saints who converted the hard-nosed pagan Roman world, not professors, administrators, theologians, warriors, or politicians. With all of them you can argue or fight and often defeat them if you have the mental or physical power. But there is no argument or power that defeats love. 

			But this power is only in the kind of love saints have, and saints are always controversial. 

			Mother Teresa was controversial because she not only practiced this love in the streets of Kolkata but also practiced this very same love when she offended her audience at her Harvard commencement address by saying that “America is not a rich country. America is a poor country. Any country that slaughters its own unborn children is a desperately poor country.” And when she said simple, shocking things like “if abortion is not wrong, nothing is wrong” and “if a mother can kill her own unborn baby, what is left of Western civilization to save?” and “there are always two victims of an abortion: the baby’s body and the mother’s conscience.” She saw and loved the same Christ in those whose lives were threatened outside the womb and inside it, both in mothers and in babies, both in souls and in bodies, and she loved both with the same love. That’s why she was countercultural: not because she tried to be, not because she set out to be countercultural, but because she set out to be Christian, and the culture of the world doesn’t do that. It specializes. It rations its loves. It proportions its loves to its ideologies. 

			Christ didn’t do that. He offended both hyper-orthodox Pharisees and hyper-liberal Sadducees, both revolutionary Zealots and collaborationist Herodians. The saints don’t ration their love either, because Christ didn’t ration his love, and saints are not just imitating Christ—they are living Christ. St. Paul says, “I live, no longer I, but Christ lives in me” (Gal. 2:20). For saints, Christ is a verb as well as a noun. 

			1 Corinthians 13 describes saints. Saints do not specialize in social justice or individual virtue, and they always threaten somebody in a society that is divided into those who ignore the killing in the womb, the most dangerous and unsafe battlefield in the world, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, those who ignore the killings on the other battlefields—the military battlefields, economic battlefields, and battlefields of drugs, racism, poverty, and social injustices. 

			1 Corinthians 13 describes Jesus because it describes the love Jesus has and demands of us. He does not invite us to be nice people; he demands we become saints. Saints are always countercultural and controversial because they are like extra strong lights, like X-rays, which reveal diseases. Saints tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth because saints really mean it when they add “so help me God.”

			If you are not making anyone feel uncomfortable, you are not yet a saint. The closer you get to Christ, the closer you will get to his cross. If you aren’t bleeding at all from any of the splinters from the cross, you aren’t close enough to it. If you love the true God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength, then the world will not love you with all its heart and soul and mind and strength. Cavities don’t love dentists. Cancer cells don’t love radiation or chemotherapy. 

			And the first and most important application of that fact is to apply it to our own spiritual cavities and cancer cells. 

			Second Reading

			1 Corinthians 12:31–13:13	
(or 1 Corinthians 13:4–13)

			Brothers and sisters: Strive eagerly for the greatest spiritual gifts. But I shall show you a still more excellent way. 

			If I speak in human and angelic tongues, but do not have love, I am a resounding gong or a clashing cymbal. And if I have the gift of prophecy, and comprehend all mysteries and all knowledge; if I have all faith so as to move mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. If I give away everything I own, and if I hand my body over so that I may boast, but do not have love, I gain nothing. 

			Love is patient, love is kind. It is not jealous, it is not pompous, it is not inflated, it is not rude, it does not seek its own interests, it is not quick-tempered, it does not brood over injury, it does not rejoice over wrongdoing but rejoices with the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. 

			Love never fails. If there are prophecies, they will be brought to nothing; if tongues, they will cease; if knowledge, it will be brought to nothing. For we know partially and we prophesy partially, but when the perfect comes, the partial will pass away. When I was a child, I used to talk as a child, think as a child, reason as a child; when I became a man, I put aside childish things. At present we see indistinctly, as in a mirror, but then face to face. At present I know partially; then I shall know fully, as I am fully known. So faith, hope, love remain, these three; but the greatest of these is love.

				

			This famous chapter has a context, a frame. The chapter before it, chapter 12, and the chapter after it, chapter 14, are about spiritual gifts, supernatural gifts, charismatic gifts: apostleship, prophecy, healing, miracles, speaking in tongues, and the interpretation of tongues. The Corinthian church was having issues about these, and St. Paul is setting them straight. He tells them that speaking in tongues is not as important as the other gifts and that this and all the other gifts are to be used rightly and for the common good. But in the middle of these two chapters about the gifts he interrupts himself and contrasts them with what he calls a “more excellent way.” The first two sentences of today’s passage are: “Strive eagerly for the greatest spiritual gifts” and “But I shall show you a still more excellent way.” Love is the way, the way all the gifts are to be used and ranked and ordered, in fact the way everything, absolutely everything, is to be used and ranked and ordered. 

			Nearly everybody praises love yet almost nobody understands what it means. Most people today classify love as a feeling. But that is simply ridiculous because we are not responsible for our feelings, but we are responsible for our love. Feelings can’t be commanded, but love is commanded. If you think love is a feeling then you must think Jesus is the world’s stupidest psychologist because he is saying, “I command you to find the button on the machine of your soul that will produce nice, good, sweet feelings. Just find that button on the keyboard that is your soul and you will become a saint. Just do the spiritual technology.” That may be pop psychology, but it’s not Christianity.

			What is love, then? It’s not a feeling but a willing and an acting, and it’s not passive but active. It’s an act of free choice. It’s willing (not just wishing) the good of the other person.

			In the Greek language, which is the language in which the New Testament was written, there are four words for love, not just one, as in English. Eros means desire, especially sexual desire. Storge means spontaneous, instinctive affection. Philia means friendship. And agape means charity, unselfish love, the will to do good to the other. It’s the gift of your whole self to another person. It is willing to sacrifice and suffer for the other. No other love does that. There are other loves too, such as romance, which is not just eros, and philanthropy, which is a kind of mild, distant, impersonal kind of charity. But the word for the new kind of love that Christ brought into the world is agape. That’s the love that Jesus said would be the most fundamental and distinctive mark of the Christian when he said to his disciples that “this is how all will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:35). Is that true in your life? As someone once wrote, “If you were tried for the crime of being a Christian, would there be enough evidence to convict you?” 

			This famous chapter on the love that is agape has three parts, three points: first, the value of this love, that without it even the greatest things in the world are worthless; second, the attributes of this love, what makes it distinctive; and third, the destiny of this love, that it is for eternity.

			St. Paul lists six precious things that are worthless without love: the gift of speaking in tongues, even if they are the languages of angels; the gift of prophecy; the gift of understanding all mysteries; the gift of a faith that can move mountains; and even the work of giving all your possessions to feed the poor and giving your body up to be killed as a martyr. Without love, these are nothing and you are nothing. Not only a little bit—nothing. 

			Paul then lists fourteen attributes of agape love, fourteen behavioral characteristics that tell you whether you or someone else has this love or not. “Love is patient, love is kind. It is not jealous, it is not pompous, it is not inflated, it is not rude, it does not seek its own interests, it is not quick-tempered, it does not brood over injury, it does not rejoice over wrongdoing but rejoices with the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.”

			Finally, its destiny is eternity. “You can’t take it with you” is true of everything else in your life, even faith and hope, because there will be no need for those virtues in heaven. And certainly it’s true of your knowledge and wisdom, because the greatest wisdom anyone can have on earth is like a tiny infant’s compared with the wisdom we will have in heaven. But what you can and will take with you to eternity is your love. 

			This love, agape, is literally the greatest thing in the world. Why? Because it is what God is made of. “God is love” (1 John 4:8), and God is eternal—that’s why love is eternal. Love is stronger than death (see Song of Songs 8:6). Death does not take away love; it only raises it to an incomparably higher level.

			Gospel

			Luke 4:21–30	

			Jesus began speaking in the synagogue, saying: “Today this Scripture passage is fulfilled in your hearing.” And all spoke highly of him and were amazed at the gracious words that came from his mouth. They also asked, “Isn’t this the son of Joseph?” He said to them, “Surely you will quote me this proverb, ‘Physician, cure yourself,’ and say, ‘Do here in your native place the things that we heard were done in Capernaum.’” And he said, “Amen, I say to you, no prophet is accepted in his own native place. Indeed, I tell you, there were many widows in Israel in the days of Elijah when the sky was closed for three and a half years and a severe famine spread over the entire land. It was to none of these that Elijah was sent, but only to a widow in Zarephath in the land of Sidon. Again, there were many lepers in Israel during the time of Elisha the prophet; yet not one of them was cleansed, but only Naaman the Syrian.” When the people in the synagogue heard this, they were all filled with fury. They rose up, drove him out of the town, and led him to the brow of the hill on which their town had been built, to hurl him down headlong. But Jesus passed through the midst of them and went away.

				

			If you want to read a reflection on this Gospel, I suggest the one above on the Jeremiah passage, which puts it into a frame or larger context.

		

	
		
			Fifth Sunday in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Isaiah 6:1–2a, 3–8

			In the year King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a high and lofty throne, with the train of his garment filling the temple. Seraphim were stationed above. 

			They cried one to the other, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts! All the earth is filled with his glory!” At the sound of that cry, the frame of the door shook and the house was filled with smoke. 

			Then I said, “Woe is me, I am doomed! For I am a man of unclean lips, living among a people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!” Then one of the seraphim flew to me, holding an ember that he had taken with tongs from the altar. 

			He touched my mouth with it, and said, “See, now that this has touched your lips, your wickedness is removed, your sin purged.” 

			Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, “Whom shall I send? Who will go for us?” “Here I am,” I said; “send me!”

				

			One way to look at this passage is that it is about what the Catechism of the Catholic Church, following all the saints, calls the first and most important purpose of prayer: adoration. (The others are thanksgiving, repentance and confession of sin, and petition or intercession for yourself and others.) Adoration is our response to the holy, the sacred, the divine. If we never experience this sense of the holy, if we do not understand why the Bible often repeats that the “fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” (Prov. 1:7), we have missed out on the very essence of humanity and the highest purpose of human life. We are practical atheists. 

			Of course, this “fear of God” is not the fear of something evil, like the fear a slave has of his cruel master, but the fear of something good—something so good that it dwarfs us as the sun dwarfs a lightning bug. This “fear” is awe, wonder, and worship. In the Bible, when people meet God, they do not say “Hi there, God, let’s talk.” They “[fall] down at his feet as though dead” (Rev. 1:17). Even when God sends one of his angels to them, the first thing the angel has to say is “do not be afraid” (see, e.g., Luke 2:10), because fear is the natural reaction to a real angel, as distinct from one of those silly, sappy, sentimental Hallmark greeting-card angels.

			The physical things in this vision are not in themselves what causes Isaiah’s reaction of fear and awe. In themselves, earthquakes, smoke, thrones, burning coals, and even flying angels are not nearly as terrifying as what Isaiah saw. For he saw God. The other stuff is all pale shadows, remote copies, suggestions, inadequate images, symbols of something infinitely greater, infinitely more awesome and fearful. This was the One who created the galaxies out of nothing, who said “Let there be light” and there was light (Gen. 1:3), all the light and heat and energy in the universe. Isaiah felt like a small smudge next to him.

			The “fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge” (Prov. 1:7). It is not the end—that is love—but fear is the beginning. And without beginning at the beginning, we cannot arrive at the end. This God of love is the God of the galaxies. 

			The only right and reasonable reaction to this vision was to fall down in awe and wonder and worship. God repeatedly told his chosen people, “No one can see me and live” (Exod. 33:20). If you don’t understand that, you don’t understand God at all. A comfortable God, a negotiable God, a chummy God is an idol, a lie—just as much of an idol, and a more dangerous idol, than a stone statue. For us to appear before God as we are and as he is, without protection or mediation, would be like a flea appearing before a volcano, or a shadow appearing before the sun. We would just disappear.

			That is why we need Jesus, the Mediator, the God-man, the Son of God who became a man. John said, “No one has ever seen God. The only Son, God, who is at the Father’s side, has revealed him” (John 1:18). There is no way we can climb up to God, the God who “dwells in unapproachable light” (1 Tim. 6:16). Our only hope is that he come down to our level. And he did.

			By the way, that’s why Christianity is not just one among many religions in the world. They are all noble human efforts to climb the mountain of God, and they all contain elements of truth and goodness. But the religion of Christ is unique because Christ is unique: he alone is fully God and fully man, not the man who climbed up to God but the God who climbed down the mountain to us.

			Isaiah’s response to his vision of God’s glory is “Woe is me, I am doomed! For I am a man of unclean lips, living among a people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!” That response shows that this was the true God, the real God, that he saw, and that he was wise enough to know him. If he had given any other response, God would not have entrusted him with his message.

			And before God gives Isaiah his prophetic message, he sends one of the seraphim, the highest of the angels (the word “seraphim” means “the burning ones”) with a hot coal from God’s own fire to touch and purge his unclean lips and take away his sin. That is why most of us will need purgatory before we can endure heaven. We have unclean lips and hands. We need to take a hot shower before going to dinner. Worst of all, we have unclean hearts. We need heart surgery. We need a new heart, one that God alone can create. David the Psalmist knew that too, and prayed, “A clean heart create for me, O God” (Ps. 51:12). Purgatory is God’s operating room for heart surgery. It begins in this life, and it’s perfected in the next.

			Once Isaiah receives the burning coal from God’s fire on his lips, his lips become God’s clean instrument and he becomes God’s prophet, God’s mouthpiece. But he has to consent to this. God does not compel us. God is love and therefore he respects our freedom. Thus he says, “Whom shall I send?” and Isaiah replies, “Here I am . . . send me.” 

			Isaiah is like Mary here. When the angel approached her, he waited for her free consent. He carried the Holy Spirit’s marriage proposal to her. He said, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. Therefore the child to be born will be called holy, the Son of God” (Luke 1:35). If she had not said yes to that spiritual marriage proposal, if she had not said, “May it be done to me according to your word” (Luke 1:38), she would not have become the Mother of God; Christ would not have come into her womb, and we would not have a Savior.

			In a lesser but real way God says to us the same thing he said to Mary and to Isaiah: “Will you do my work? Will you do my will?” And like them we have to say, “Yes. Here I am. Send me.”

			Will you say that to him right now in your heart? Will you give him a blank check and let him write in the amount? Will you obey your commanding officer no matter what he asks of you? Will you let God be your God? It’s up to you. If you say yes, there is no limit, no guarantee what he will ask of you. He is not tame. He is not a pet. He is a lion, not a pussycat. The only guarantee is that he will love you, that he will do everything that he does out of love. Do you believe that? Do you trust him? Do you trust him with everything? 

			What else is there, really? Who else is there? Who is stronger, wiser, better, or more trustable than God?

			If you do trust him, then tell him. Use Isaiah’s words: “Here I am . . . send me.”

			Second Reading

			1 Corinthians 15:1–11	

			I am reminding you, brothers and sisters, of the gospel I preached to you, which you indeed received and in which you also stand. Through it you are also being saved, if you hold fast to the word I preached to you, unless you believed in vain. For I handed on to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures; that he was buried; that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures; that he appeared to Cephas, then to the Twelve. After that, Christ appeared to more than five hundred brothers at once, most of whom are still living, though some have fallen asleep. After that he appeared to James, then to all the apostles. Last of all, as to one born abnormally, he appeared to me. For I am the least of the apostles, not fit to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace to me has not been ineffective. Indeed, I have toiled harder than all of them; not I, however, but the grace of God that is with me. Therefore, whether it be I or they, so we preach and so you believed.

				

			Every sermon preached by every Christian in the New Testament centers on Jesus’ Resurrection. 

			Paul says, in the next few verses in this letter, that if Christ has not been raised, then (1) our preaching is empty and (2) your faith is empty. He says in that case (3) we are liars. And if Christ is not risen, (4) “you are still in your sins.” You can’t be saved by a dead Savior! And if Christ is not risen, (5) “then those who have died in Christ have perished.” If he did not conquer death, we can’t either. What about following Christ’s advice for living this life? Isn’t that enough? No. Paul says: (6) “If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all men most to be pitied,” because we rest our hope on a lie, we mistake a Santa Claus myth for a literal truth.

			Rudolf Bultmann, the founder of “demythologizing,” said that “if the bones of the dead Jesus were found tomorrow in a tomb in Palestine, all the essentials of Christianity would remain unchanged.” That is as far from St. Paul as east is from west. From St. Paul’s point of view, Bultmann is saying that none of the six points above, none of the six differences that the Resurrection makes, is one of the “essentials of Christianity.” Now I ask you: Who is more likely to know what the essentials of Christianity are—a saint and an Apostle who had actually met Christ, or an unbelieving modern German theologian and Bible “expert” nineteen centuries later whose literary skills can’t distinguish the four Gospels from Alice in Wonderland?

			Paul begins by saying that he is handing on to us only what he himself received from others—namely, their eyewitness account of the resurrected Jesus. That is what the Church is: the chain of witnesses to the Resurrection. The word that means “handing on” or “handing over” is “tradition.” Tradition is not just “old stuff that we still do.” Sacred Tradition, as distinct from merely human traditions, is a message, a truth, a piece of news, the Good News of the Gospel, which means simply the Good News about Jesus. It’s not like dyeing Easter eggs; it’s like Columbus’ discovery of America. It’s a fact, not a fiction.

			Paul gives four good reasons to believe this. 

			First, what happened to Jesus fulfilled the Scriptures, the Old Testament prophecies about the Messiah. For us, for our sins, he really died, was buried, and rose. 

			Second, the twelve Apostles all saw the resurrected Jesus. Eventually eleven of the twelve were martyred for their faith. None of them saved their lives by saying it was only a myth, or a lie, or a trick, or a hallucination. 

			Third, Paul tells his readers that there are 500 people still alive who saw Jesus after the Resurrection, implicitly inviting readers to write to these witnesses or to go to Israel and interview them, to check out the data, like good scientists. 

			Fourth, he tells them he himself met the resurrected Jesus. (This was after the Ascension, in a special vision given to Paul alone.)

			The Corinthians, to whom Paul wrote this letter, were highly educated in Greek philosophy, and the Resurrection contradicted all their philosophers. Most of them followed either Plato, who believed that the soul was immortal but the body was a tomb or a prison, so they didn’t want a resurrected body; Aristotle, who believed that the soul was only the “form” or the life of the body, so that when the body died the soul died too; the materialists, who believed there was no such thing as a soul in the first place; or the skeptics, who believed that no one could be certain of anything. 

			Paul says to them, in the first chapter of this letter, that “since in the wisdom of God the world did not come to know God through wisdom, it was the will of God through the foolishness of the proclamation to save those who have faith. . . . For the foolishness of God is wiser than human wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than human strength” (1 Cor. 1:21, 25). No one in the world anticipated the Incarnation, death, and Resurrection of Christ. To those who believed in nothing more than worldly power and worldly wisdom, the Incarnation and death of Christ seemed like weakness, and the Resurrection seemed like impossible foolishness. 

			But God’s apparent foolishness was really wisdom. It was his plan for our salvation. And his apparent weakness was really power, the power to conquer death—not by avoiding it but by descending into it and transforming it. 

			He did the very same thing with suffering. He did not avoid it but transformed its meaning, both for himself and for us. He did not come to take away our sufferings and deaths but to radically change their meaning and value, so that now “all things work for good for those who love God” (Rom. 8:28). Suffering and death are not goods in themselves, of course. But God makes them work in our lives for greater goods in the end—if only we love and trust him whose infinitely wise, infinitely powerful, and infinitely loving providence is using them as means to the end of what love always wants: the greatest good of the beloved. 

			We can see this with regard to death, for we can see how it becomes our door to heaven. We don’t usually see it with regard to all the many sufferings in our lives, but we can believe that they too make us heavenly, stronger, more saintly, and more joyful in the end if we trust God. It is not irrational to believe that the omniscient, omnipotent, and omnibenevolent God knows exactly what he is doing with us.

			What does all that have to do with Jesus’ Resurrection? Everything. Suffering and death go together, for every loss we suffer is a little death, and when we die we suffer the loss of everything. And therefore what the hymn writer says about death is also true about suffering: “Thou hast made death glorious and triumphant for through its portals we enter into the presence of the living God.”

			But none of that is true if Christ did not really rise from the dead. 

			The Resurrection does not mean a resurrection of faith, hope, or charity; it means the Resurrection of Jesus’ body. It is utterly literal. The words of the Creed, “I believe in the resurrection of the body,” are as literal as possible. The words are anastasis nekron, which means literally “the standing-up of the corpse.” Jesus proved his Resurrection was literal when he appeared to the Apostles in the upper room after his Resurrection. The Apostles thought they might be seeing a ghost, so he let them touch his wounds. And then he ate some food. Ghosts and hallucinations don’t eat and don’t get touched. 

			He did that not just for his Apostles but also for us through his Church and her unbroken tradition of witnesses who have handed down this truth to us like relay racers handing on the baton. St. Paul says, “I handed on to you as of first importance what I also received”—so that we could know that the Resurrection was not just a theory but a fact, not just a hypothesis but data, not just an idea but a reality. Our resurrection and our hope depend totally on his, and ours is certain only because his is certain. 

			That’s why the graveside Anglican liturgy for funerals speaks of our “sure and certain hope of the resurrection.” It’s not optimism; it’s realism. It’s not a feeling; it’s a fact. It’s not just faith; it’s the object of faith. We don’t have faith in faith; we have faith in Christ. It’s not true because we believe it; we believe it because it’s true. 

			Gospel

			Luke 5:1–11	

			While the crowd was pressing in on Jesus and listening to the word of God, he was standing by the Lake of Gennesaret. He saw two boats there alongside the lake; the fishermen had disembarked and were washing their nets. Getting into one of the boats, the one belonging to Simon, he asked him to put out a short distance from the shore. Then he sat down and taught the crowds from the boat. After he had finished speaking, he said to Simon, “Put out into deep water and lower your nets for a catch.” Simon said in reply, “Master, we have worked hard all night and have caught nothing, but at your command I will lower the nets.” When they had done this, they caught a great number of fish and their nets were tearing. They signaled to their partners in the other boat to come to help them. They came and filled both boats so that the boats were in danger of sinking. When Simon Peter saw this, he fell at the knees of Jesus and said, “Depart from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man.” For astonishment at the catch of fish they had made seized him and all those with him, and likewise James and John, the sons of Zebedee, who were partners of Simon. Jesus said to Simon, “Do not be afraid; from now on you will be catching men.” When they brought their boats to the shore, they left everything and followed him.

				

			Notice six stages of the Christian life here in this story from Luke’s Gospel: first, the need, the initial frustration, the situation, which for these fishermen meant catching nothing; second, the invitation to trust, to put out into deep water; third, the disciples’ positive response to Christ’s invitation, in both soul and body, both trust and obedience; fourth, the result of the trust, which in their case was the miraculous catch of fish; fifth, the reaction of humility in the face of this divine grace; and sixth, the call to be fishers of men, evangelists. 

			We don’t enjoy needs; we suffer them. Why does God let us suffer if he loves us? God lets us suffer because he loves us and knows that if we don’t suffer, if we don’t experience need and loss and emptiness, then we can’t appreciate deliverance and fullness. Our hands have to be empty for him to come and fill them. Life is a drama, a story, and there are two parts to every story: the problem and the solution, the challenge and the response, the need and the fulfillment of the need, the loss and the finding. If the disciples had caught fish that night instead of spending a frustrating, miserable night catching nothing, they would not need Jesus’ help, or get it, or appreciate it. If you’re not hungry, you don’t enjoy food. Nobody enjoys being hungry, but just imagine if you never felt hungry. You’d never appreciate food. Imagine if you never felt lonely. Nobody enjoys being lonely, but if you never felt lonely, you’d never appreciate a friend. God has to cultivate your hunger for him before he supplies himself as your food. 

			That doesn’t answer all the questions about suffering, of course, especially the details, but it shows us that a world without suffering would be a world of boredom. There would be no stories, no drama, no problems, no needs. These are part of God’s infinitely wise and loving plan for our lives just as much as his fulfilling those needs is the other part. As Frank Sinatra so succinctly put it, “That’s life.”

			A second stage begins when God barges into our lives like Romeo barging into Juliet’s life with a proposal of marriage. God always interferes with our plans. If you want to give God a good laugh, tell him your plans for your life. God always goes beyond our expectations. Here, Jesus advises his disciples to “put out into deep water,” to take a risk, to do something that seems fruitless and foolish. They complain, “We have worked hard all night and have caught nothing.” But then there’s the saving “but”—“but at your command I will lower the nets.” And they do it. Peter does it. (He’s always the leader.) They do it for one reason only: because they trust him. 

			That’s what the fall was all about. It was a test of works and obedience, but first of all it was a test of faith and trust. The devil said to Eve, “Trust me, not God. God’s keeping something from you with this forbidden fruit. Did he say you will die if you eat it? Don’t trust his word. You won’t die; I promise you. Trust me, not him. His advice makes no sense. Look at that fruit. You can see for yourself how beautiful it is. Trust your own eyes, your own reasoning, your own desires—trust me; don’t trust God.”

			Jesus’ word to his disciples seemed to make no sense to them. They knew there were no fish there. They had been fishing there all night. God deliberately asks us to do something that we don’t understand, to trust him in the face of evidence to the contrary. He says he is infinitely good, infinitely powerful, and infinitely wise, and yet there is so much terrible and apparently useless evil in the world. That’s evidence against God. How can we trust him when so much evidence seems to be against him? 

			Well, the only alternative is to trust our own minds rather than his. Who is more likely to know what’s best for us: ourselves or our Creator? The answer to that question depends on one thing above all: Does God love us? If he does, then he always does what is best for us in the long run, even when we don’t see it. And since we don’t see it, the only reason we have for obeying him is faith—personal faith, faith from person to person, from you to God. “God, I don’t understand why you took so-and-so away from me by death, but I trust you.” “Jesus, I don’t understand how you can be both totally divine and totally human at the same time, but I trust you.” “God, I don’t understand how you can call this bunch of stupid, shallow, selfish sinners members your own Mystical Body and your authoritative Church, but I trust you.” “God, I don’t understand how your plan for my sex life will give me more happiness than mine, but I trust you.” That’s our choice: Whom do you trust? Who knows best? Who’s your Father?

			And then, when we choose to trust and act on that trust, it always comes true in the end, sometimes immediately and sometimes after a long period of testing. God’s promises always come true. It’s life’s only absolute, 100 percent, ironclad guarantee. Men fail, even great men, even wise and saintly men, and even women. God never fails. If he did, he wouldn’t be God. If God is God, then his promises are infallible. If they are not infallible, then God is not God. There is no third possibility. Our choice is not between this God and a lesser god. There are no lesser gods. Our choice is God or nothing. 

			And then comes the payoff. The full payoff doesn’t come until the next life, but a lot of evidence for it comes in this life; a lot of appetizers of our heavenly banquet come here on earth; a lot of joy comes from trusting God right now. How much? Always more than we expect. “God will not be outdone in generosity,” says Mother Teresa. How could God be less generous, less loving than we think he is? How could our concept of God be truer or better than the real God? How could the things God has prepared for those who love him be less, rather than more, than all the things that our eyes have seen and our ears have heard and that have entered into our hearts and desires?

			And our reaction to that overflow of God’s wisdom and love and generosity is naturally amazement. We eventually see that the things that God asked us to do that didn’t make sense to us at the time turned out to be a higher wisdom than ours. We are humbled. And that’s wisdom. It’s Mary’s wisdom at the Annunciation: “May it be done to me according to your word” (Luke 1:38). It’s Jesus’ wisdom in the Garden of Gethsemane: “Not my will but yours be done” (Luke 22:42). 

			Again and again, we discover that God’s way is the best way and that “I did it my way” is not the song the saints sing as they go marching into heaven but the song the damned sing as they go marching into hell. Again and again, we discover little appetizers of heaven on earth when we trust and obey, and little appetizers of hell when we distrust and disobey. There’s only one way to heaven. An old hymn puts it simply: “Trust and obey, for there’s no other way.” The only other road leads to the only other place.

			Finally, God gives us a new job to do: to witness, testify, and share our own experience of the Good News that God is love, that God is totally trustable, and that “trust and obey” is the way to wisdom and happiness. That’s called evangelization, preaching the Good News by both words and deeds, which are the two blades of the scissors. You can cut paper with the single blade of a knife, but scissors work much better. Your good deeds are the beginning, and they will puzzle people, and they’ll eventually ask why, and that is the time for the words. Words without deeds are not enough because they can always argue with your words, but they can’t argue with your deeds. 

			Not every Christian is called to be a pope, a cardinal, a bishop, a priest, a nun, a monk, a prophet, a teacher, a theologian, a miracle worker, or a healer. But every Christian is called to be an evangelist, just as every Christian is called to be a saint. In fact, the two are really the same thing because being a saint is the very best way to evangelize. It’s not a technique, a method, or a kind of spiritual technology, like the science of salesmanship or the art of advertising. Fishing for fish is a specialized art, but fishing for people is not. It’s not taught but caught, like a good infection.

		

	
		
			Sixth Sunday in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Jeremiah 17:5–8	

			Thus says the Lord: 

			Cursed is the one who trusts in human beings, 

			who seeks his strength in flesh, 

			whose heart turns away from the Lord. 

			He is like a barren bush in the desert 

			that enjoys no change of season, 

			but stands in a lava waste, 

			a salt and empty earth. 

			Blessed is the one who trusts in the Lord, 

			whose hope is the Lord. 

			He is like a tree planted beside the waters 

			that stretches out its roots to the stream: 

			it fears not the heat when it comes; 

			its leaves stay green; 

			in the year of drought it shows no distress, 

			but still bears fruit.

				

			In today’s Old Testament reading, the prophet Jeremiah says the same thing  David says in the first Psalm: that no matter how complicated and confusing life may seem to you, life offers to every one of us two roads, roads that lead to opposite destinations. Jeremiah even uses the same images for these two destinations that David did: images of death and images of life. The image of death in Jeremiah’s prophecy is “a barren bush in the desert / that enjoys no change of season, / but stands in a lava waste, / a salt and empty earth.” The image of death in David’s first Psalm is “the chaff which the wind drives away” (Ps. 1:4). The image of life in Jeremiah’s prophecy is “a tree planted beside the waters / that stretches out its roots to the stream: / it fears not the heat when it comes; / its leaves stay green; / in the year of drought it shows no distress, but still bears fruit.” The image of life in David’s Psalm is: “A tree / planted near running water, / that yields its fruit in due season, / and whose leaves never fade” (Ps. 1:3).

			The point of the images is clear: a tree that is alive grows leaves and bears fruit; one that is dead does not. As Jesus says, “By their fruits you will know them” (Matt. 7:16). But neither Jeremiah nor David nor Jesus is talking about trees here, but about people. There are only two kinds of people in the last analysis: the living and the dead. And the difference between the spiritually living and the spiritually dead is even greater than the difference between the physically living and the physically dead. In other words, some souls are corpses, dead souls. Which ones will come out only at the Last Judgment. 

			The difference between the dead and the living is that the dead bear no fruit. That’s as true of souls as it is of trees. If the faith in your soul bears no fruit, if it makes no difference in your life, then you have not a living faith but a dead faith and not a living soul but a dead soul. And there are dozens of passages in the Bible, especially in the sayings of Jesus, that tell us clearly that the destiny of dead souls, like dead branches, is to be burnt.

			The amount of life in living trees is a matter of degree. Some trees produce only a few leaves, and some produce many. Similarly with souls: some living souls produce only a few good works, and some produce many. But the difference between life and death, in trees or in souls, is not a matter of degree. It is not like the difference between two and twenty but like the difference between two and zero.

			The difference between life and death is not a matter of subjective feeling but of objective truth. Two opposite physical roads really do lead to two opposite physical places, whether you believe it or not. You can’t get to the Pacific Ocean from Chicago by walking east, no matter how hard you try. Two opposite mathematical roads also lead to two opposite mathematical places. You can’t get to the number five just by adding two plus two, no matter how sincere you are. And two opposite religious roads also lead to two opposite religious places: to God and to no-God. One road leads to God, and the other does not. If you believe in God, trust God, obey God, love God, and hope in God, then you’re on the road to God. If not, not. If God is your God now, then God will be your God forever. If not, not. 

			The first thing Jeremiah says in this passage is “cursed is the one who trusts in human beings”—literally, the one who trusts in the “flesh.” In biblical and traditional language, “flesh” means not just the body but the whole of fallen human nature. If you trust in yourself, or in human nature, or in other people as your God, then you are not blessed but cursed. 

			“Cursed” means the opposite of “blessed.” God offers a blessing, a gift: himself. You are free to accept it and believe in it and trust God, or to refuse it. If you accept the blessing, you are blessed; if you reject it, you are cursed—that is, not blessed. It’s very simple. If you have a life-threatening disease and your doctor prescribes a healing medicine for you, then you are blessed with healing if you accept the medicine and use it, and you are cursed if you don’t, cursed with the disease and its consequences. 

			The consequences are eventually death. And that is true of your soul too. Jesus is God’s medicine for the disease that threatens your soul. It’s called sin. Sin means not just disobedience but death. If your soul does not have God’s medicine in it, if you do not have Christ in your soul by faith and Baptism, your soul is dead. And the difference between being dead and being alive is not a matter of degree. You can’t be half dead. The living have different degrees of life in them, but the dead do not have different degrees of death in them. There are not different degrees of zero.

			How do you know whether your soul is alive or dead? Jesus, the Church, and the Bible all give the same answer. If you have been baptized in the name of the true God, the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, and if you have faith and hope and love for God and have sincerely repented of your sins, then you are alive. If not, you are dead.

			This life has many names: supernatural life, sanctifying grace, regeneration, being “born again,” being in a state of grace, having the Holy Spirit, being “in Christ,” being a member of his body, and even theosis, divinization, participating in the very life of God. 

			There are only two ways of life in this world: to be spiritually alive or dead, pregnant or barren. You can be more pregnant or less pregnant, but you can’t be half pregnant. You either are or you aren’t. You either have another life in you or you don’t.

			There are many different degrees of life. The saints are more alive than we are. Some of us are more alive than others. But you are either alive or dead. Having faith in God means not just having certain beliefs or opinions in your mind but having spiritual life in your soul. And life always shows itself in growth, in leaves, in fruits. A faith that does not grow anything, that does not produce fruits, and that makes no difference to your life is not a living faith. As St. James says, “Faith without works is dead” (James 2:26). 

			Ask yourself this simple question: Is there anything in your life that you have done or avoided doing not just because you felt like it but because you believe in God? 

			If you can’t point to a single fruit on the tree of your faith, then it’s time for you to get a faith lift. 

			And if you can point to only a few little fruits in your life, then you need to get closer to the water. A tree can’t water itself, no matter how hard it tries. 

			And if you can point to a lot of fruits in your life, what then? Then stop pointing to yourself and just thank God.

			Second Reading

			1 Corinthians 15:12, 16–20	

			Brothers and sisters: If Christ is preached as raised from the dead, how can some among you say there is no resurrection of the dead? If the dead are not raised, neither has Christ been raised, and if Christ has not been raised, your faith is vain; you are still in your sins. Then those who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished. If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are the most pitiable people of all. 

			But now Christ has been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep.

				

			We are all different persons with different personalities, and we make different choices and have many different experiences, but there is one and only one important event we know we will all experience, no matter who we are. We will all die.

			The Bible has a lot of genealogies. After each of the different names is the same last line: “And he died . . . and he died . . . and he died.”

			What then? That is the great question, the great unknown. 

			What difference does it make? Well, imagine you are at a funeral, the funeral of the person in this world that you love the most. That person has just died. Let’s assume that since you are here in this church celebrating this Mass, you are a Catholic and you believe all the basic articles of the Catholic faith as enumerated in the Apostles’ Creed. The last two are “I believe in the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting.” Now imagine those two articles of the Creed being erased from reality. Suppose there was no bodily resurrection and no life everlasting. What hope, what consolation, what meaning would you see in this death? None. Absolutely none. Your grief would be without hope. 

			What difference does it make? All the difference in the world—the difference between nothing and everything. St. Paul writes to the Thessalonians, “We do not want you to be unaware, brothers, about those who have fallen asleep, so that you may not grieve like the rest, who have no hope. . . . Indeed, we tell you this . . . the dead in Christ will rise” (1 Thess. 4:13, 15–16). 

			The Anglican funeral ceremony speaks of “the sure and certain hope of the resurrection.” Hope is not wishful thinking. It is not a wish. It is not optimism. It is not a feeling. It is a fact. It is an assurance, a solemn promise, from the highest and most infallible of all authorities, God incarnate, the only man who ever lived who could never deceive or be deceived. The resurrection is the most certain and definitive answer to the most uncertain and mysterious of all questions. 

			Death is the great unknown. All the discoveries of all our human sciences can tell us nothing about life after death. No one has passed through that door and returned to tell us what is on the other side. No one except one: our Lord Jesus Christ, who not only told us but showed us the Resurrection, his new, immortal Resurrection body, and promised us that if we are “in him,” in his Mystical Body, then we too will rise and live with him forever not just as ghosts or spirits but with real human bodies like his. 

			If Christ is not risen, if Jesus’ dead bones were to be discovered tomorrow, Christianity would be dead in the water. Totally dead. Buried. Refuted. Disproved. Proved to be a lie. Christianity is based on facts, not fictions or fantasies or fine ideas. And the primary fact is that this man who claimed to be God proved it by rising from the dead. If that’s not a fact, then Jesus is a fake and so is the Christian religion. 

			If Christ is not risen, we cannot be saved, we cannot go to heaven. Sin stops you from going to heaven. There can’t be any sin in heaven. When God’s angel told Joseph what this miracle child’s name was to be, the name was “Jesus,” which means “Savior.” What is Jesus our Savior from? Bad politics? Unenlightened philosophies? Politically incorrect ideologies? Outdated values? No—he’s our Savior from sin, which means literally “separation,” separation from God. Who else can separate us from that separation? Who else can take away our sins? If Jesus is dead, how can he save us? How can a corpse take us to heaven? You can’t be saved by a dead Savior. 

			If Christ is not risen, then we have no hope for our loved ones. They are the deadest of the dead. They are corpses, forever, end of story. Then our grief at funerals has no hope in it, no glimmer of hope at all. We are totally, literally hopeless. Death wins every battle in the end. No one is stronger than death. Life is nothing but a tiny, temporary flicker of a candle between two infinite darknesses.

			If Christ is not risen, we are fools to be Christians. We deserve not respect but pity. Oh, we may still have some great ideas from this man’s words, but we have that from many other wise men who give us good advice on how to live in this world: Ghandi, Lincoln, Martin Luther King Jr., Confucius, Socrates, Buddha, and Solomon. But they can’t raise the dead to life. Jesus can. Their tombs are all full. Jesus’ tomb is empty.

			And because it is empty, our lives are full. The Resurrection is not just a past event but a present reality. We do not confess merely that “Jesus rose” in the past, but that “Jesus is risen” in the present. He lives! He lives in heaven, to which he ascended; and he also lives on earth in the Church, his spiritual body; and in the Eucharist, where he is really present, body and soul, humanity and divinity; and in the soul of everyone who believes in him. Faith and Baptism open the door of the soul and let him in. And once he is in, he acts. He changes our lives. 

			But he can’t do that if he’s not alive—if he’s just a memory. He can’t change this life for us if he can’t change the next life for us. Our hope of heaven is not just for the future but also for the present. It changes us in the same way that the hope of childbirth changes a pregnancy. If the pregnant woman’s unborn baby is dead, it is nothing but a burden and a tragedy. If it is alive and loved and wanted, it transforms all the pains and problems of pregnancy into something beautiful. To observers, it is something, but to the mother, it is everything. The difference between life and death is the difference between everything and nothing. 

			St. Paul uses a strong word to describe what’s left of Christianity if you subtract the Resurrection. The word is “pitiable.” If you believe in what Jesus can do for you in this life only—some very, very good advice about living—then you are to be pitied. “Love your neighbor as yourself”—well, of course, but we knew that already. Thousands of other good teachers have already taught the same good advice for living. You don’t need Jesus for that. If you subtract his divinity and his Resurrection, if you subtract the supernatural from Christianity, you don’t have half of it left, you have none of it left; you have only what you had already without Jesus. You don’t need Jesus to tell you to love your neighbor. Everybody except the morally insane, everybody except Nazis and terrorists, tell you that. What our Christian faith says about this world minus our hope for the next does not equal half of Christianity but none of it. Because it’s all one piece. 

			This world and the next are all of one piece because you are the connecting link, the same character in both acts of the play. And because of Jesus’ Resurrection, everything we do in this world becomes a seed planted for harvesting in the next. Your resurrection means that nothing in you is lost forever; the whole of you will be in eternity, past as well as present and future, body as well as soul, in a transformed way that we cannot imagine, just as an unborn baby as a whole will be in the world outside the womb in a way the baby cannot imagine. And as Christ appeared to his disciples after his Resurrection in a way they could not have imagined.

			It’s unimaginable, it’s surprising, and it’s mysterious, but it’s as solid and real as a rock. It’s not a fluffy white cloud; it’s a burning sun.

			Gospel

			Luke 6:17, 20–26	

			Jesus came down with the twelve and stood on a stretch of level ground with a great crowd of his disciples and a large number of the people from all Judea and Jerusalem and the coastal region of Tyre and Sidon. 

			And raising his eyes toward his disciples he said: 

			“Blessed are you who are poor, 

			for the kingdom of God is yours. 

			Blessed are you who are now hungry, 

			for you will be satisfied. 

			Blessed are you who are now weeping, 

			for you will laugh. 

			Blessed are you when people hate you, 

			and when they exclude and insult you, 

			and denounce your name as evil 

			on account of the Son of Man. 

			Rejoice and leap for joy on that day! Behold, your reward will be great in heaven. For their ancestors treated the prophets in the same way. 

			But woe to you who are rich, 

			for you have received your consolation. 

			Woe to you who are filled now, 

			for you will be hungry. 

			Woe to you who laugh now, 

			for you will grieve and weep. 

			Woe to you when all speak well of you, 

			for their ancestors treated the false prophets in this way.”

				

			Fulton Sheen used to say that there were two philosophies of life. The pagan philosophy is first the feast, then the fast. The Christian philosophy is first the fast, then the feast. 

			To say the same thing in different words, the pagan philosophy is first you play, then you work. The Christian philosophy is first you work, then you play. 

			We all know which philosophy works and which one doesn’t. If you first play, then work, your play will be haunted by your knowledge that you’re soon going to have to pay for it by working, and by the worry that there might not be enough time to finish the job if you play too much. But if you first work, then play, your work will be better because you put it first, and it will be more joyful because you will have the prospect of playing soon; and your play will also be better because you will know you deserved it, and because it won’t be haunted by your worry about your work because your work will be done. Put second things first and first things second and you will mess up both; put first things first and second things second and you will do both better and more happily.

			G.K. Chesterton said something similar about the difference between the pagan and the Christian philosophies of life: that pagans enjoyed many little things but they had no joy in the biggest thing, everything, as Christians did. The pagan had many little joys and one great overriding sorrow while the Christian had many little sorrows and one great overriding joy.

			Jesus is making the same point in today’s Gospel. His question is: Where is your hope? Where is your investment? Where is your heart? Where is your greatest love? Where is your God? Is it in this world or the next? Is it in the pleasures and powers and wealth and success that you have here and now, that are all doomed to death? Or is it in your relationship with God, your faith and hope and love of God, which is destined for eternity? To put the point in a single sentence, which I think is the most practical sentence anyone ever uttered, “What profit is there for one to gain the whole world and forfeit his life?” (Mark 8:36). That is the most important principle of economics, the science of profit and loss. The greatest economist of all time was Jesus. 

			In chess, if you lose your king to checkmate, you lose the whole game even if you have all your other pieces left. And you win the game if you checkmate your opponent’s king, even if you have only one little pawn left to do it and he has all his other pieces left. Life is like chess, and God is the king.

			Jesus blesses the poor because their kingdom is the one kingdom of the one God. He does not bless the rich, because their kingdom is this world, which is like all the other chess pieces but not the king. In Matthew’s version of the sermon, Jesus adds “poor in spirit” (Matt. 5:3), because if you are detached from your worldly riches you are poor in spirit no matter how rich you are, while if you are attached to your worldly riches, you are not poor in spirit no matter how few those riches are. 

			St. Augustine said, “If you have God you have everything, even if you don’t have anything else; and if you have everything else but you don’t have God, you have nothing at all; and the one who has God plus everything else doesn’t have anything more than the one who has God alone.” Because in God there is everything. 

			If that’s not true, then God is not God: God is just one of many gods—pleasures, powers, successes, honors, wealth, whatever. 

			Everyone worships some god, some greatest good. Most people are still polytheists. They worship many gods, for pleasures and powers and riches are all many, not one. So your heart is given to many, not one. You’re not married; you’re just playing around. You’re only a playboy or a playgirl. A boy, not a man; a girl, not a woman. You’re scatterbrained, not focused. To be a whole self you have to give your whole self to one. You are what you love; if you love one above all, you are one undivided person, while if you love many equally you are many persons, you are divided. The solution on the natural, human level, for most of us, is faithful marriage. The solution on the supernatural level, for all of us, is spiritual marriage and fidelity to the one God. 

			The ancient Greeks worshiped five hundred gods. The ancient Romans worshiped five thousand gods. The ancient Hindus worshiped fifty thousand gods. The Tibetan Buddhists worshiped five thousand gods. But modern Americans are the most polytheistic culture in history: we worship three hundred thirty million gods. Every one of those gods has a birth certificate.

			[image: ]

			Jesus blesses not only the poor but also the hungry, the weeping, and those who are hated and rejected and persecuted. Why? He’s not a masochist; he doesn’t praise pain and suffering in themselves. In fact, it’s the opposite: the only reason the poor are blessed is that they who lack the riches of the kingdoms of this world will inherit the greater riches of the kingdom of heaven. The only reason those who are hungry now are blessed is that they will eat the richest foods in heaven. The only reason those who weep now are blessed is that they will have the last laugh, and it will be the greatest joke ever. And the only reason those who are hated and persecuted now by wicked men are blessed is that they will be loved the most by God and all the saints in heaven.

			The only reason God lets us suffer here—the only reason a God who loves us totally and has total power over the world and total wisdom to know what is best and to know the future, and allows us to suffer poverty and hunger and sorrow and hate in this life—is that out of these evils he will bring a far greater good. He promises us that “all things work for good for those who love God” (Rom. 8:28). Not all things are good, but all things work together for good. 

			We can believe that because we know from our own experience that we appreciate things best by contrast. It’s the poor who appreciate a big tax refund more than the rich, and it’s when you’re hungry that you appreciate food. God allows us to suffer hunger and emptiness now only to give us greater fullness afterward. The bigger the empty space, the more it can be filled. Suffering creates that empty space, and God fills it with himself. 

			There is no suffering like the suffering of a broken heart, and the only way to avoid having your heart broken is not to give it to anyone or anything. The more you love, the more you will have both joys and sufferings, because love multiplies both your joys and your sufferings by the number of people you love and the amount of love you have for them. So the more we love God and our neighbors here, the more we let our hearts be broken by love here, and the more we suffer the price of love here, which is a broken heart, the more joy we will be able to contain in heaven.

			This love, this gift of the vulnerable heart, is life’s greatest investment, and it begins to pay off even here. Because the saints are the happiest people in the world. They’re also the ones who are willing to suffer the most, but the greater joys outweigh the greater sufferings even here. You can see that in their faces. Mother Teresa shared many, many people’s sufferings and poverty, and that’s the reason she had more wrinkles in her face than anyone else I’ve ever seen, but she also had more twinkles in her eyes. Rich, bored, famous, beautiful movie stars have neither wrinkles nor twinkles. See? You know that’s true; that’s why you’re smiling inside as I said that. So go live what you know is true. Keep investing in God’s spiritual bank. It pays off with interest. The world’s banks are all destined to collapse. 

			At death, all our worldly riches will turn into poverty because you can’t take them with you, not a penny of them; and all our fullness of pleasure will turn into emptiness because all the nerve endings in our body that feel pleasure will be gone; and all our laughter will turn into silence and all the admiration we got from this world will die. That is simply a fact, not a faith, and we all know it. So the most practical thing we can possibly do is to invest all our faith and hope and love not in the First National Bank and Trust Company of This World, which we know is destined for total collapse, but to invest our hearts and souls in God, to bank on God. He’s the First and Only Supernatural Bank and Trust Company. 

		

	
		
			Seventh Sunday in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			1 Samuel 26:2, 7–9, 12–13, 22–23	

			In those days, Saul went down to the desert of Ziph with three thousand picked men of Israel, to search for David in the desert of Ziph. So David and Abishai went among Saul’s soldiers by night and found Saul lying asleep within the barricade, with his spear thrust into the ground at his head and Abner and his men sleeping around him. 

			Abishai whispered to David: “God has delivered your enemy into your grasp this day. Let me nail him to the ground with one thrust of the spear; I will not need a second thrust!” But David said to Abishai, “Do not harm him, for who can lay hands on the Lord’s anointed and remain unpunished?” So David took the spear and the water jug from their place at Saul’s head, and they got away without anyone’s seeing or knowing or awakening. All remained asleep, because the Lord had put them into a deep slumber. 

			Going across to an opposite slope, David stood on a remote hilltop at a great distance from Abner, son of Ner, and the troops. 

			He said: “Here is the king’s spear. Let an attendant come over to get it. The Lord will reward each man for his justice and faithfulness. Today, though the Lord delivered you into my grasp, I would not harm the Lord’s anointed.”

				

			The incident in today’s Old Testament reading is a good example of how to apply the principles of ethics. Since ethics is an essential part of every religion, let’s take this opportunity to review one of the most basic principles of ethics.

			There are many religions in the world, and they clearly contradict each other about theological essentials. Is there only one God or are there many or none? If there is only one, is he totally good or does he have a dark side? If he is totally good, is he just all the good that there is, or is he the infinite, transcendent Creator of all other good things, which are only finite creatures? If he is the Creator, what is his final, most definitive revelation? Is it Moses and the Old Testament, or Jesus and the New Testament, or Muhammad and the Quran? If it is Jesus, did Jesus establish one universal (“catholic”) visible Church and give it the authority to teach in his name? 

			So when it comes to theology, or the truth about God, the religions are very different. But when it comes to ethics, they are surprisingly similar. That is because God left us the universal prophet of conscience; and conscience, despite many different times and places and cultures and cultural conditionings and traditions, tells us the same essentials, which are nicely summarized in the Ten Commandments. There has never been a religion or a culture that said that disrespect for God and your parents is good, or that worshiping false gods is good, or that using God’s holy name for unholy reasons is good, or that lying and stealing and murder and adultery are good, or that selfish greed and lust and pride are good, or that never giving your servants and workers an honest day’s pay or a day of rest is good. 

			All religions have to start with the same data, which is essentially the same human nature and world that God created and designed; that includes our common human reason and human conscience, which is our innate knowledge of good and evil and our innate feeling of our moral obligation to do good and not evil. Even though our nature and our reason are weakened and darkened and confused by sin, they still give us enough light to make us responsible. And the light they give us by reason does not differ very much with very different faiths and different religions. That’s why believers in different religions can work together for what we know is right and just in this world. 

			Here is one of those fundamental principles of universal morality or ethics. 

			Every ethical choice we make has three dimensions or aspects: the objective deed we do, the subjective motive or intention for doing it, and the surrounding circumstances or situation in which we do it. One of the basic principles of morality is to do the right thing for the right reason in the right way. If any one of these three factors in a choice is evil, that makes the choice to do it evil. 

			All three dimensions have to be good, just as all the organs of the body have to be healthy to have a healthy body. If any one of the systems is diseased, the whole body is diseased. Another analogy is the different dimensions of a work of art: if a piece of music is too loud or too soft, too sweet or too bitter, too long or too short, it is defective. If a novel has unrealistic characters, an impossible plot, a false theme, or an ugly style, it is a bad novel even if it has the other factors right. A work of ethics is like a work of art or like an organic body: it has a complex bodily structure in which each part, organ, or aspect needs to be right.

			For instance, to do the right thing for the wrong reason (or motive) is wrong. You might be a billionaire and give away billions of dollars to the poor, but if you do it just because you want to become famous, it does you no moral credit. Or you might embrace heroic martyrdom not out of love of God but out of a death wish. Or you might go to church because you think you’re the world’s greatest saint and you want everybody to see you and think you’re holy. In all these cases your motive is wrong even though the action is right.

			Equally, to do the wrong thing for the right reason is wrong. You might give unhealthy or dangerous food or sweets (or even drugs or death) to someone because your motive is to make them happy or to relieve their pain, but that’s the wrong thing to do. You might kill the rich to feed the poor and save lives, but your motive of saving lives does not justify your deed of murder. You may be a terrorist bomber out of a sincere conviction that God wills it, but you are wrong: you are a murderer, not a hero. The good end or motive does not justify the evil deed. A good end does not justify an evil means.

			The third factor, the circumstances, also cannot make a bad act good—but it can make a good act bad. Making love to your spouse is a good act, and self-giving love is a good motive, but the act becomes bad when it is public instead of private, or if it is medically dangerous. Giving a starving person food is a good act and compassion is a good motive, but if you give him a full meal after he’s not eaten for a week, you will probably kill him. Choosing peace rather than war and negotiating rather than fighting is good, but not when you see a bully beating up your children. Bombing an enemy’s military targets to help win a just war is a good deed and a good motive, but if the circumstances include the immense “collateral damage” of death to countless innocent civilians nearby, these circumstances change the morality of the act. 

			In today’s story, David is the good guy and Saul is the bad guy. Saul is a wicked king, and he is envious of David and is out to kill him. If they were in fair battle, David would have the right of self-defense. But Saul is sleeping, and, more importantly, Saul is the God-anointed king, and David believes that it is simply wrong to kill the Lord’s anointed king, no matter how wicked he is. 

			Even if you think David is wrong about this belief, even if you think he should kill this wicked king in his sleep, David believes that would be a wicked deed. His conscience tells him not to kill the Lord’s anointed king. And his conscience, though it is not infallible, is authoritative. To deliberately disobey his conscience would be to disobey God’s prophet, God’s mouthpiece, God’s authority. So he lets this wicked man who is trying to murder him live. 

			The Bible describes David as “a man after [God’s] own heart” (1 Sam. 13:14). He is not sinless. In fact, he committed at least one shockingly terrible sin: arranging for his loyal soldier Uriah to be killed in battle so that he could steal Uriah’s wife Bathsheba because he was in lust with her. But David had a conscience, and he knew and repented and confessed his sin of murder and adultery. He did not kill his conscience as well as his soldier. That would be like destroying your X-rays because you don’t want to admit you need the operation. 

			Morality is not just a list of dos and don’ts. It is not just good intentions. It is not whatever works in the circumstances. Morality is doing the right thing for the right reason in the right way. The Commandments tell you what the right things are. The love of God and neighbor are the right reason. And your human reason and common sense evaluating the various and changing circumstances of your life tell you the right way to do the right thing for the right reason. 

			Second Reading

			1 Corinthians 15:45–49	

			Brothers and sisters: It is written, The first man, Adam, became a living being, the last Adam a life-giving spirit. But the spiritual was not first; rather the natural and then the spiritual. The first man was from the earth, earthly; the second man, from heaven. As was the earthly one, so also are the earthly, and as is the heavenly one, so also are the heavenly. Just as we have borne the image of the earthly one, we shall also bear the image of the heavenly one.

				

			In today’s epistle, St. Paul calls Adam “the first man” and Christ “the second man.” The word “Adam” means “man” —or “mankind,” which means both males and females equally—and it’s also a proper name for an individual. Some man must have been the first man who ever existed, wherever and whenever he lived and whatever you name him; and he was also all of mankind at the time, just as the first rabbit that ever evolved was also the whole of the new species “rabbit.” Whether or not God evolved the bodies of the human species gradually out of previously existing species (apes) by natural selection, there was something very different about the first member of our species: his soul was rational, moral, and immortal, and it had free will and conscience. That is a difference in kind, not just in degree. 

			God does not create bodies out of nothing. Human bodies are made in the same way other mammals’ bodies are made. But each human soul is created by God. Science knows nothing about souls, only about bodies. The fossil record tells us a lot about bodies, but nothing about souls, because souls leave no fossils. Our souls’ fossils are not the objects of the sciences but the existence of the sciences.

			The first man, since he had a soul with a conscience and a free will, unlike mere animals, was able to know God and to choose to obey him or to disobey him. He chose to disobey him. That’s the “bottom line” of the story of the fall in the Garden of Eden, whether you take the details literally or symbolically. You don’t have to believe in a literal garden, two literal trees, fruits, and a talking snake; but you do have to believe that the all-good God, the God who has no “dark side,” created us good and innocent, not sinful. Everything he made was good. It is we who are responsible for sin, not God. 

			Once Adam “pulled the plug,” so to speak, between himself and God, the immortal divine life was gone from his soul, and since the body and the soul were two dimensions of the one single person, there were inevitable results in his body: suffering and death. That’s the human nature we all inherit: one without the life of God in the soul. 

			That’s the meaning of “original sin.” It is not the first “actual sin” of eating the forbidden fruit. It’s the result of that act—namely, the fallen condition of being born without divine life in the soul because the human nature we inherit from Adam, our human father, is one that is unplugged from God, so to speak. It takes only one act to jump off a cliff, but the inevitable result of that act is the lasting condition of being down at the bottom and not up at the top. 

			We are not individually responsible for original sin, any more than it’s the baby’s fault if he is born a drug addict because his mother became addicted to drugs when she was pregnant. God does not punish us for Adam’s sin but for our own. Nobody goes to hell for original sin, only for their own actual sins if they are not repented of. God is just, and more than just, but not less than just.

			What did God do about this fall from innocence to sin? He prepared a second Adam, another man who would be the new “first man” or the first “new man.” We have all inherited fallen human nature from Adam, but if we are “in Christ” by faith, we also inherit the supernatural, immortal life that Adam lost. We “inherit” this not by biological heredity but by faith and Baptism. We could see Jesus as the first member of the new species, the next step in evolution, so to speak—not biologically but spiritually. Nietzsche’s “Super-man” or “Over-man” is a twisted version of Christ, just as the swastika is a twisted cross.

			We inherit fallen human nature and original sin from Adam by heredity, but we inherit this new nature from Christ by free choice. We have no choice about being born, but we must choose to be reborn. We get human life, natural life, earthly life, when we are born into the human family, when we get Adam as our father. We get divine life, supernatural life, heavenly life, when we are born again into the divine family, when we get God as our Father. 

			St. John Henry Newman put God’s strategy into a military analogy in his famous hymn: 

			O loving wisdom of our God! When all was sin and shame 
A second Adam to the fight and to the rescue came. 
O wisest love! That flesh and blood, which did in Adam fail
Should strive afresh against the foe, should strive and should prevail.

			That’s the whole story, the bad news and the good news in four lines.

			Gospel

			Luke 6:27–38	

			Jesus said to his disciples: “To you who hear I say, love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you. To the person who strikes you on one cheek, offer the other one as well, and from the person who takes your cloak, do not withhold even your tunic. Give to everyone who asks of you, and from the one who takes what is yours do not demand it back. Do to others as you would have them do to you. For if you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? Even sinners love those who love them. And if you do good to those who do good to you, what credit is that to you? Even sinners do the same. If you lend money to those from whom you expect repayment, what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, and get back the same amount. But rather, love your enemies and do good to them, and lend expecting nothing back; then your reward will be great and you will be children of the Most High, for he himself is kind to the ungrateful and the wicked. Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful. 

			“Stop judging and you will not be judged. Stop condemning and you will not be condemned. Forgive and you will be forgiven. Give, and gifts will be given to you; a good measure, packed together, shaken down, and overflowing, will be poured into your lap. For the measure with which you measure will in return be measured out to you.”

				

			Interpreting the Word of God is a very important task, since “the Word of God” means two related things: the Bible and Christ. The primary meaning of the term is Christ, the eternal Word of God, the second divine person of the Trinity. The secondary meaning is the Word of God in human words in time and history. The two are so intimately connected that, on the one hand, the whole point of the Bible is to point to Christ, and, on the other hand, Christ fulfills Scripture, points to Scripture, and quotes Scripture as authoritative and unquestionably true. The same God who inspired the Bible, his Word in words, sent his Son, his Word in person. 

			So the words of Christ himself in Scripture are doubly authoritative, as proceeding from the Word of God in both senses. It is essential that we get those words right.

			One of the most common ways to not get them right, to interpret them wrongly, is to confuse the literal sense and the nonliteral sense, the symbolic or metaphorical or poetic or allegorical or analogical sense. And there are two ways to make this mistake: either to take literally what is meant nonliterally, or to take nonliterally what is meant literally.

			The nonliteral is just as true and just as important as the literal. When God is spoken of symbolically, for instance as sitting on a mighty throne and as having a strong right hand, this symbolic language asserts an essential truth, God’s omnipotence and providential rule over all things. 

			A passage may also have both literal and symbolic meanings, as when, at the Last Supper, Jesus says “This is my Body” and “This is my Blood.” That is both literal and symbolic. All sacraments are both symbolic and literal, for sacraments actually literally effect what they symbolize. For instance, the water of Baptism both symbolizes and effects our cleansing from original sin. 

			Those who interpret the Bible only literally are usually called “fundamentalists.” They think they are being more faithful to the Bible because they fear the opposite error, reducing the meaning of a passage that is meant literally to mere symbolism. And this motive is right and good. But their insistence on literalism only is not. (The one saying of Christ that fundamentalists do not interpret literally is: “This is my Body.”) 

			Today’s Gospel passage is a good example of one that is controversial because some interpret it literally and some do not. It’s a very important passage because Jesus is speaking about the central feature of the life of a Christian, agape love, the self-sacrificial love that moves us to give ourselves to others as Christ gave himself to us. Jesus emphasizes its radical nature by giving concrete examples. These examples sometimes are to be lived literally but sometimes not, such as turning the other cheek when slapped on one cheek, or lending money without expecting repayment, or giving to the thief who stole your coat more of your clothing instead of demanding your stolen goods back. 

			If we interpret all these sayings literally only, as telling us exactly what we are obliged to do all the time to everyone, we would encourage violence, mistreatment, and crime. And that would not be an act of love. But to do it literally sometimes, when we see that it might convert the face-slapper or the moneygrubber or the thief, might be an excellent and effective testimony to Christ and his radical love. It needs discernment. We need to think it through. And that is demanding. Literal interpretation is much easier. You can check your mind at the door. 

			The Pharisees and their legalism are the classic example of literalism. They had the reputation of being the strictest moralists, but in fact they made morality easier. All they had to do was to avoid walking more than a certain number of steps on the Sabbath; they didn’t have to observe an interior Sabbath—to stop the flywheel of their busy, legalistic activism and observe the more demanding Sabbath of the soul, of interior silence and prayer in the heart. All they had to do was avoid eating without ritual washing; they didn’t have to wash their souls with repentance. All they had to do was to avoid murder; they didn’t have to avoid hate and wishing their enemies dead. Jesus’ demands are more demanding, not less, than theirs. Sometimes literalism lets us off the hook. 

			In today’s passage, we must be ready in our hearts to do all these radical deeds of love that Jesus speaks of literally if that is the most loving thing to do. Jesus is not exaggerating. His point is that we must view our very selves and everything we have as things we are prepared to give away when love demands it and when our neighbor would profit from it. But not when he would not profit from it—not when a literal obedience would do more harm than good. Jesus is not giving us rules to follow mechanically, like a machine. He is giving us a radical motive, unselfish love, that we should always have, and telling us to be ready to do radical deeds—deeds that the unbelieving world would regard as ridiculous—at the appropriate times. Not always and automatically, like a machine, but when we discern with our practical reason that the situation calls for it. He is not asking us to check our reason at the church door. He gave us reason, and he expects us to use it. He also gave us agape love, and he expects us to use that too. 

			The point of Jesus’ sermon today comes at the end: “The measure with which you measure will in return be measured out to you.” In other words, do unto others what you would have them do unto you—and your most significant other is God. Jesus elsewhere says that “whatever you did for one of these least brothers of mine, you did for me” (Matt. 25:40). That is the vision that needs to be believed and lived in every act of every day of every life. When we do that, God’s kingdom will come and his will will be done on earth as it is in heaven. That will turn earth into heaven. That is the meaning of progress. 

			Why should we believe and live these words of Christ’s? For the only reason anyone should ever believe anything: because it’s true. We should treat our neighbors as if they were Christ because they are in a real sense, though not a literal sense (we are not to worship them): our neighbors are Christ’s brothers and the Father’s children, and, if they are Christians, fellow members of Christ’s Body. The holiest object in this world, outside the consecrated Host in the Eucharist, is your Christian neighbor’s soul, because in both the Eucharist and the soul Christ is truly present and hiding. 

			See him there and give him everything you have. Give him yourself. That’s why God gave you a self: to give it away, as he gave himself away to you as a gift on the cross. 

			When you look at a crucifix, remember that that very same Jesus is asking you this question today: This is what I did for you; what are you doing now for me? 

		

	
		
			Eighth Sunday in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Sirach 27:4–7	

			When a sieve is shaken, the husks appear; 

			so do one’s faults when one speaks. 

			As the test of what the potter molds is in the furnace, 

			so in tribulation is the test of the just. 

			The fruit of a tree shows the care it has had; 

			so too does one’s speech disclose the bent of one’s mind. 

			Praise no one before he speaks, 

			for it is then that people are tested.

				

			Each Sunday we have three Scripture passages at Mass: usually one from the Old Testament, one from the New Testament epistles, and one from the Gospels. Sometimes the connection between one Scripture passage and another is so obvious that it does not need to be specified; and sometimes the connection is so not-obvious that it’s a “stretch” to try to make the connection. But sometimes, as in today’s readings, there are real but hidden connections that need to be unpacked. One of the themes that tie together today’s three passages is that they are all about analogies. 

			The passage from Sirach uses three analogies from the arts and primitive technology—sieves, pots, and fruits—to show how speech reveals souls. St. Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians uses the image and analogy of death as a stingless bee to show how we can laugh at death instead of fearing it. And Jesus uses the comical analogies about the blind leading the blind and the man with a beam in his own eye claiming to see well enough to take a splinter out of another’s eye so that we can laugh at ourselves and see ourselves as others see us. Jesus was not only a great psychologist but also a great comedian. He had a great sense of humor. Unfortunately, some of us don’t.

			[image: ]

			Today’s Old Testament passage, from the book of Sirach, gives three analogies to illustrate the principle that our speech is important because it reveals what is in our souls, our hearts. 

			The first is a sieve. A sieve, like a colander, sifts out larger things, like stones, from smaller things, like sand. In Israel, sieves were used to sift out the outer, dead husk or chaff of a grain like wheat from the inner, soft, living grain that would be used to make bread. The small and edible wheat passed through the holes of the sieve while the large and inedible chaff remained in the sieve. Sirach is saying that speech is like a sieve: it reveals the hard, dead, ugly, useless husks in our minds and hearts, and it separates them from the soft, living, beautiful, and good things there. 

			The practical application of this principle is to listen to your own speech so you can throw away the husks. Because speech not only reveals the soul; it also conditions the soul. The more you say something, the more you believe it. The more you praise something, the more you love it. The more you rail against something, the more you condition yourself to hate it. 

			And that is true of persons as well as things. A constant habit of coarse or insulting speech makes your soul more and more coarse and insulting. Talking about yourself all the time makes you more selfish, not less. Constantly criticizing others does not make you less critical and angry, like “letting off steam” in a radiator, but exactly the opposite: it digs a rut in your soul. Whatever you do or say makes it easier to do it or say it again. That’s true of both words and deeds, and those two things strongly influence each other. The easier it is to say it, the easier it is to do it. 

			Sirach’s second analogy is a potter’s furnace, which tests the clay and hardens it into a pot. Our conversation not only reveals our heart but also tests our heart and hardens our heart into one shape or another. Words have power. They are like fire. You have to take care when you use fire, so you ought to take care when you use words.

			The third analogy is fruit on a tree. You can’t see the past care that the fruit grower gave to his trees, but you can see its effects. Loving care of a tree produces good fruit; neglect produces no fruit, little fruit, or inedible fruit. As Jesus says, “By their fruits you will know them” (Matt. 7:16). And Sirach here applies that to our words. You cannot see other people’s souls, but you can hear their words, and their words come from their souls and reveal their souls. Words are the fruits on the tree of the soul. Ugly, hateful, wicked, shallow, stupid words reveal ugly, hateful, wicked, shallow, or stupid souls. Beautiful, loving, righteous, deep, and reasonable words reveal those qualities in the soul.

			And there is a feedback effect: words not only reveal souls but also condition souls. Just as good souls make good speech, good speech helps make good souls. And just as bad souls make bad speech, bad speech helps make bad souls. Every act has that feedback effect because acts produce habits. The same blow of the lumberjack’s axe that weakens the tree also strengthens his muscles, and the same blow of the murderer’s axe that softens his victim’s neck also hardens the murderer’s soul. Words are like blows of an axe; they have a double effect: in the soul of the hearer and in the soul of the speaker. An attack on the life of an innocent person, born or unborn, is also an attack on the life of the killer’s conscience. And an act of love to another is also an act of love to yourself. 

			This is the truth behind the commandment not to take God’s name in vain, not to treat holy things carelessly in your speech, because that both reveals and increases how careless your heart is, how uncaring your love is. The more you love someone, the more care you take to protect them, in speech as well as in physical actions. You don’t use your mother’s name as a swear word unless you hate your mother. The same applies to God and to anything that is holy and beautiful. For instance, sex. If you believe that sex is holy and beautiful, because God invented it and made it the vehicle for procreating new immortal souls, each of which has infinite and incalculable value and is destined for eternal joy in heaven—if you believe that, you will try very hard not to use the f-word. Because using it shows what you think sex is: something dirty. God profoundly disagrees with you. And it is not a safe thing to do to disagree with God.

			The ultimate source of this point, the power and importance of words, is in the nature of God himself, in the Trinity, where the Word of God is both with God and is God. Words are important because “in the beginning was the Word” (John 1:1). 

			Second Reading

			1 Corinthians 15:54–58	

			Brothers and sisters: When this which is corruptible clothes itself with incorruptibility and this which is mortal clothes itself with immortality, then the word that is written shall come about: 

			Death is swallowed up in victory. 

			Where, O death, is your victory? 

			Where, O death, is your sting? 

			The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. 

			Therefore, my beloved brothers and sisters, be firm, steadfast, always fully devoted to the work of the Lord, knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain.

				

			Today’s epistle concludes 1 Corinthians 15, St. Paul’s magnificent chapter on the Resurrection. In light of Christ’s Resurrection and victory over death, St. Paul taunts death, like a little kid sticking his tongue out and making a silly face at his fallen enemy: “Where, O death, is your victory? / Where, O death, is your sting?” 

			What justifies him in doing that? Death is not a joke. Death is formidable. Death apparently is stronger than life. Death takes away everything we have. Death always seems to beat life in the end. How can St. Paul treat it so cavalierly?

			He tells us why. Because “the sting of death is sin,” and Jesus is “the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29). We fear death because we know we are sinners; and we know God knows that, that God knows us through and through; and we know we will have to appear before God at the Last Judgment; and we know that we are far from innocent: we have disobeyed God’s holy law over and over again, and we do not deserve the rewards of a perfect heaven. That’s the deepest reason for our fear of death. If our sins have not been taken away, we cannot enter heaven, because sin is like an infection; we can’t bring infections into heaven. 

			So death’s sting is sin. That’s how it gets under our skin, into our soul, not just our body. Like the stinger of a bee, it penetrates our flesh and gets into our very lifeblood. If we were sinless, we would not have to fear death.

			Well, we are not sinless—that’s the bad news. But the good news is that death is stingless because Jesus has taken its sting out of it by dying in our place. He is the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. He sucks the poison out of us and into himself. He removes the stinger from the bee, and now the bee of death is stingless. It no longer kills our soul, just our body. It is not so terribly fearsome anymore. The bee has become a butterfly.

			In fact, death can now be the door to heaven because of what Jesus did. Our last enemy has become our last friend. Because of Christ’s Resurrection, death has been transformed into the golden chariot that the Prince uses to gather us, his Cinderella bride, out of the cinders and ashes of a dying world and into his golden castle to marry us. And the glass slipper that he uses to identify us is our faith. Is Christianity a fairy tale? Oh, no. It’s much better than that. The fairy tale version is not too strong but too weak. It does not say too much but too little.

			The word that is the hinge of the whole passage from St. Paul is the word “therefore”: “But thanks be to God who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore, my beloved brothers and sisters, be firm, steadfast, always fully devoted to the work of the Lord, knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain.” There is the connection between theology and morality, theory and practice, fact and consequence, truth and life; between the theology of the Passion, Death, and Resurrection of Christ and the practical everyday life of the everyday Christian. Because we know Jesus has made the bee stingless, we can laugh at it without fear (and at the many little deaths and losses that come before it).

			What difference does Jesus make? The difference between walking through a beehive and walking through a cage of butterflies. 

			Gospel

			Luke 6:39–45	

			Jesus told his disciples a parable, “Can a blind person guide a blind person? Will not both fall into a pit? No disciple is superior to the teacher; but when fully trained, every disciple will be like his teacher. Why do you notice the splinter in your brother’s eye, but do not perceive the wooden beam in your own? How can you say to your brother, ‘Brother, let me remove that splinter in your eye,’ when you do not even notice the wooden beam in your own eye? You hypocrite! Remove the wooden beam from your eye first; then you will see clearly to remove the splinter in your brother’s eye.

			“A good tree does not bear rotten fruit, nor does a rotten tree bear good fruit. For every tree is known by its own fruit. For people do not pick figs from thornbushes, nor do they gather grapes from brambles. A good person out of the store of goodness in his heart produces good, but an evil person out of a store of evil produces evil; for from the fullness of the heart the mouth speaks.”

				

			In this passage, Luke lists five of Jesus’ parables for the spiritual life that are taken from the life of nature. 

			They do not follow in sequence, and they say five different things. What holds them all together is that Jesus finds many images or analogies in the life of nature for the spiritual life because he designed both, since he is the Logos, the Wisdom of God, the Mind of God, by which God created the world. As the medievals loved to say, God wrote two books: nature and Scripture. They illuminate each other, and we need to know both. 

			But we need to know how to read both books, and literacy has changed a lot in the last few thousand years. It has increased in one area and decreased in another. For the first time in history, we have today a literacy rate that is something like 95 percent in reading that wonderful human invention called written language. But our ancestors were much better than we at reading the spiritual and moral lessons in the book of nature. They easily saw analogies and symbolic meanings, signs and significances in nature that we would never have thought of ourselves. 

			Each age has mastered an art that the other has not. They were poets; we are scientists. Science does not use symbolic or poetic language. In fact, the ideal scientific language is the only totally unpoetic and nonsymbolic language of all: mathematics. Computers translate all language into mathematical language, and all mathematics into the simplest system, not our base ten arithmetic but base two, or zero-sum, or plus-minus. That’s what “digital” means. Computers do not understand analogies at all, except mathematical proportions; and as we become more adept at using computers we tend to become more like them: less adept at poetry, analogies, and symbolism. Computers are very literal. 

			It is unfortunate that we can’t excel at both. But at least we can be reasonable enough not to expect modern scientific exactitude from the writers of the Bible. And we can be humble enough to sit at their feet and learn from their superiority in analogical language, which is the language Jesus and his audience were so good at. If we don’t do that, we look down on Jesus Christ. Jesus was a poet, not a scientist. 

			Of the five parables or analogies in this passage, the most important one is Jesus’ poking fun at pride and our sense of superiority by saying, “Can a blind person guide a blind person?” The image of the blind leading the blind is straight out of Charlie Chaplin, or the Three Stooges, or Monty Python.

			When Jesus says to “remove the wooden beam from your eye first; then you will see clearly to remove the splinter in your brother’s eye,” his point is, of course, that it’s much easier to see others’ faults than our own—that is a basic principle of practical psychology and common sense. We often are blind to our own faults in the very act of criticizing others. 

			Jesus is deliberately poking fun at pride here in using an outrageous image like a log in the eye. If we take the analogy literally, as a robot or a computer would, we will think it really stupid: logs don’t fit into eyes. But that would only prove our own stupidity. The point is not literal but analogical; as a log is much bigger than a splinter, so our own faults are much bigger than the fault we criticize in others. 

			Jesus used that principle in dealing with the woman caught in adultery and her accusers, who demanded the death penalty of stoning. Jesus replied, “Let the one among you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her” (John 8:7). People who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones.

			The same point could be put in a joke about four monks who all took a vow of silence. The four of them were walking down the road when one stubbed his toe on a rock and said “Ow!” The second turned to him and said, “You idiot! You broke your vow of silence!” The third said to the second, “You’re a bigger idiot than he is; you broke your vow of silence in telling him that he broke his!” The fourth one just smiled and said, “I’m the only one who didn’t.” 

			Pride is the most laughable thing in the world because it’s the stupidest. And the stupidest form of pride is being proud of your humility. That’s like being judgmental about other people’s judgmentalism. We’ve all seen fools like that—if we have mirrors.

		

	
		
			Ninth Sunday in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			1 Kings 8:41–43	

			In those days, Solomon prayed in the temple, saying, “To the foreigner, who is not of your people Israel, but comes from a distant land to honor you—since they will learn of your great name and your mighty hand and your outstretched arm—, when he comes and prays toward this temple, listen from your heavenly dwelling. Do all that foreigner asks of you, that all the peoples of the earth may know your name, may fear you as do your people Israel, and may acknowledge that this temple which I have built is dedicated to your honor.”

				

			Solomon’s prayer in today’s Old Testament reading addresses a principle that has become controversial in our time in the secular world as well as in the religious world: the relation between “us” and “them,” or natives and foreigners—that is, our attitude toward aliens, immigrants, and “others.”

			On one side stands the value of love and loyalty to home, whether “home” means one’s family, one’s nation, or one’s religion. On the other side stands the universal truth that all humans are human and have equal rights and dignity.

			Of the three “us-and-them” relationships—families, nations, and religions—families are the least controversial. It’s obvious to everyone except some absent-minded and absent-hearted philosophers like Peter Singer that we should prioritize our own families over all others. But what about our state and our Church? We have our national identity and our national borders, and these are necessary and not to be despised but prized; but we are also a nation of immigrants, who are to be welcomed. How do we combine these two things? We also have our religious identity, which is even more to be prized and not compromised. But our religion also tells us to love not just ourselves but others, in fact all God’s children, and to learn from all that is good and true and beautiful in other religions. How do we combine these two things? Solomon dealt with these issues, both secular and sacred, just as we do, but he dealt with them together because Israel, his state, was also his church, God’s chosen people. 

			King Solomon is traditionally called the wisest man in the world and a model for all of us, “a man for all seasons” (to quote the name of a truly great movie masterpiece). How does this old king deal with this modern issue? The Bible tells us. 

			First, he deals with it in prayer. He thinks not all alone by himself, or even only in discussion with his cabinet or with his counselors, but face-to-face with God in the deliberately willed “practice of the presence of God” (to quote another classic title that is very worth quoting and reading). That practice of the presence of God is the essence of prayer. And that is the very best prescription for honesty in the world, because God is the strongest light, the light that most powerfully dispels darkness and delusion and dishonesty. That is why it is difficult to sin on your deathbed: because you know you will in the twinkling of an eye be in the presence of the all-knowing God, with no more hiding possible. Prayer is the best preparation for death.

			So what does the wisdom of Solomon say about the problem of patriotism versus internationalism? Obviously, even today there is a rightful place for patriotism, for love of our country and for prioritizing its interests, but how much? And how do we balance nationalism and internationalism? For instance, what about borders and immigration? 

			And what can Solomon teach us about religious ecumenism and interfaith dialogue? Obviously, it is first of all necessary to be faithful to and to prize our own religion—if we are honest enough to believe it because it is true. All religions teach some profound truths but unless you believe that your own religion teaches the most important truths of all in a unique way, it is simply dishonest to choose it. But our own religion also teaches us that God is the God of everyone, not just of some people. As God chose the Jews not for their own sake but for the sake of the Gentile world, and as he sent Christ to serve rather than to be served, so he created the Church to serve the world, not to be served by it. 

			How does old King Solomon help us to solve these modern problems?

			By going to the heart and center of both, which is not national or ecclesiastical politics but concrete people, individuals, who make up the nations and who make up the religious bodies. Solomon prays to God for the good of the foreigner because he loves the foreigner even if he may not love his country, even if his country may be Israel’s enemy, and even if the foreigner does not share Solomon’s true religion, because Solomon loves the Gentiles even if they do not love Israel or believe in the God of the Jews. Why? He loves the foreigner because he knows that the foreigner is his brother, and Solomon knows that he is his brother’s keeper because Solomon knows our common Father; he knows that all men were created in God’s image and designed for adoption into God’s family. Even if the foreigner may not know or believe that, Solomon does. It is his very particular religion that makes him a universalist. He would tell an atheist that even though he does not believe in God, God believes in him. He would tell the rebellious sinner that even though he does not love God, God loves him. 

			Solomon does not solve the political problem of immigration policies and immigration laws, or the problems of war and peace, or the problems of international diplomacy. Nor does he solve the problems of ecumenism or interfaith dialogue. Not because he avoids them because they are too deep, but because he goes deeper. 

			He goes deeper in two ways. First, he goes to the level of concrete individual human beings—people—rather than nations or laws or ideas. Second, he goes to God, not just to abstract principles, important as these are. He prays for the foreigner, sincerely and from the heart. He asks God to bless him, knowing that God hears and answers prayer. He does not ignore those outside his borders, either his national borders or his religious borders.

			We must do the same. We are instructed to do that both as Americans and as Catholics (indeed, the very word “Catholic” means “universal”), both by our secular constitution and by our Sacred Scriptures, for we are told by both authorities that all men are created equal and that they are all endowed by their Creator with the same inalienable rights. We are told by God himself that he loves all persons, not just some; and we are told by this same God, the very highest authority, that we must do the same, including our “wandering sheep” and our “prodigal sons.” Especially them, because they have greater need. Our Lady instructed us to pray these words after each decade of the Rosary: “Lead all souls to heaven, especially those most in need of thy mercy.” 

			When giving Israel his Law in the book of Leviticus, God repeats a formula a number of times: “Be holy, for I, the Lord your God, am holy” (Lev. 19:2). What does that mean? The answer is very simple: holiness means to be like God. But what God? Who is God? He is the God who sends the light of his sun down upon both the just and the unjust, and who sends the light of his Son down to die for both the just and the unjust. God’s human Son is to the human system what God’s solar sun is to the solar system. 

			And this Son of God summarized everything in just two great commandments: to love God with our whole heart and our neighbors as ourselves. 

			But who is my neighbor? That’s the question raised in today’s Scripture about Solomon. When Jesus was asked that question he answered with the parable of the Good Samaritan. Today he would make it the Good Islamist or the Good Iranian or the Good Chinese Communist. We are encouraged to hate Communism, because Communism hates God, but we are commanded to love Communists. In fact, that is our best motive for hating Communism: our love for Communists. Or Capitalists. Or Socialists. Or Liberals. Or Conservatives. Or whomever we are tempted to forget are human beings; whomever we are tempted to reduce to their group labels, whether secular or religious. Labels are important, but people are more important. Labels are not immortal; people are. 

			Does this mean we should love suicide bombers and neo-Nazis? Yes, it does. We are God’s nurses, and they are our sick patients. Does it mean we should be blissfully blind to their falsehoods and their hates? Just the opposite. Should nurses ignore their patients’ diseases? Our patients are persons, not diseases. Our enemies are diseases, not persons. We hate the disease only because we love the patient. We hate sins (starting with our own) because we love sinners. 

			And since love of these “others” means our honest and heartfelt will to their best good, an essential part of that love must be that these others come to know the truth, and the true God, and his true love. Truth and love can never contradict each other and neither one can ever be compromised because they are both divine attributes; they are what God is made of, so to speak. Love must govern our speaking the truth and truth must govern our loving.

			We are all in the same boat, we are all on the same ship, the spaceship called planet Earth. We are all brothers and sisters to each other because we are all children of the same Father. And we are all infected with the same virus of sin and all in need of the same antidote of divine grace. Preaching the Good News is not claiming any personal superiority; it’s just one hungry person telling another one where there’s free food. 

			Second Reading

			Galatians 1:1–2, 6–10	

			Paul, an apostle not from human beings nor through a human being but through Jesus Christ and God the Father who raised him from the dead, and all the brothers who are with me, to the churches of Galatia.

			I am amazed that you are so quickly forsaking the one who called you by the grace of Christ for a different gospel—not that there is another. But there are some who are disturbing you and wish to pervert the gospel of Christ. But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach to you a gospel other than the one that we preached to you, let that one be accursed! As we have said before, and now I say again, if anyone preaches to you a gospel other than what you have received, let that one be accursed! 

			Am I now currying favor with humans or with God? Or am I seeking to please people? If I were still trying to please people, I would not be a slave of Christ.

				

			St. Paul always begins his letters with some word of praise and encouragement—except this one. He deals with problems in all the churches he writes to, but this is the only problem that is so serious that he calls it “a different gospel.” He says, “I am amazed that you are so quickly forsaking the one who called you by the grace of Christ for a different gospel.” What was this mistake the Galatians were making that made it not just a heresy but another religion altogether? Paul thinks it so important that he “pulls rank” and asserts his authority as an Apostle to make his point, saying that it is God’s word, not his, and that he is only trying to please God, not men, by being so severely critical of the Galatians.

			So what was the drastic error of the Galatians? There are two correct answers to that question, but the most basic one, their most basic error, is still very popular, though the easy and obvious one is not. The easy and obvious one is that the Galatians were teaching that in order to become a Christian you first had to be circumcised and become a Jew. It’s true that Jesus was a believing and observant Jew and that Christians believe the whole of the Jewish Scriptures, which we call the Old Testament, to be a true and authoritative revelation from the one true God. But it’s not true that you have to be circumcised to be a Christian. 

			Why? Because to accept circumcision is to accept the Jewish law, to bind yourself to all of it and every part of it—the liturgical and ceremonial law as well as the moral law of the Ten Commandments—in the sight of God. 

			In the Old Testament, to bind yourself by a law is to do two things: to claim the blessings of the law and to accept the curse that the law brings upon those who disobey it. The two go together. 

			So if a Christian, by accepting circumcision, claims that his hope of heaven depends on his observance of the Law of Moses, that is “a different gospel.” That is the heresy of Pelagianism, self-salvation, salvation by obeying the law, salvation by human effort rather than God’s grace. But that would mean that none of us can be saved, because none of us obeys the law perfectly. Scripture says, “There is no one just, not one” (Rom. 3:10; cf. Ps. 14:1–3). The saints are the clearest about that: that they are sinners. We are saved not by our goodness but by God’s goodness; by mercy, not justice; by Christ’s work, not by our work; by divine grace and our faith in accepting that grace; by trusting in Christ, not ourselves. 

			No question could be more important. The question is, “What must I do to be saved?” (Acts 16:30). Our eternal destiny depends on it. And there are two inadequate answers to it: works without faith and faith without works. The Galatians believed the first heresy; Luther believed the second. 

			First, salvation depends on faith, faith in Christ, faith in God’s grace and mercy and forgiveness in Christ, not on our deservingness, not on justice. If you ask for justice at the Last Judgment you will get it, and you will not go to heaven. If you ask for God’s mercy you will get that, and that will get you to heaven. We are saved by grace, not law; by faith, not works; by God’s work, not ours. 

			It is also true that faith without works is dead and that a real faith always produces good works; in that sense, we are not saved by faith alone but by faith and the works of faith.

			It’s not two answers but one because the very same thing—God’s grace, God’s very life—enters us by faith and issues from us by good works, the works of love. “Faith works.”

			The Law, for a believing Jew, was our umbilical cord to God—our hope of salvation and our bridge to God. A Jew rests his salvation on the Law. The Law is for a Jew what Christ is for a Christian. In other words, if that’s all there is, if you subtract Christ, then our only hope of heaven is that we deserve it by our obedience, that when we die we go to heaven because we are good enough; that good people go to heaven and bad people go to hell. So the difference between salvation and damnation is the difference between a passing grade and a failing grade on God’s moral exam.

			But that makes no sense because it would mean that at some point the difference between eternal joy and eternal misery is one little point on God’s test; that if you do 999 good works you fail and go to hell, but if you do 1,000 you pass and go to heaven, or if you commit 999 sins you pass but if you commit 1,000 you fail. Every legal test has a border, a point, a line. The same is true of an intellectual test: if you know 59 of the 100 answers you fail but if you know 60 you pass. 

			So when you die and God asks you why he should take you to heaven, please remember that it’s not what you’ve done but what Christ has done that saves you, and that it’s not what you know but who you know—Christ, the Savior—that is your ticket to heaven. The ticket is not an abstract list of deeds or beliefs; it’s a person. The Galatians were abandoning that person; that was why theirs was “another gospel,” and a gospel that was not good news but bad news. 

			Please don’t make their mistake. When God asks you that question why he should take you to heaven, the first word you say should not be “I” but “Jesus,” because “I” is the word for yourself, but “Jesus” is the Word of God.

			Gospel

			Luke 7:1–10	

			When Jesus had finished all his words to the people, he entered Capernaum. A centurion there had a slave who was ill and about to die, and he was valuable to him. When he heard about Jesus, he sent elders of the Jews to him, asking him to come and save the life of his slave. They approached Jesus and strongly urged him to come, saying, “He deserves to have you do this for him, for he loves our nation and built the synagogue for us.” And Jesus went with them, but when he was only a short distance from the house, the centurion sent friends to tell him, “Lord, do not trouble yourself, for I am not worthy to have you enter under my roof. Therefore, I did not consider myself worthy to come to you; but say the word and let my servant be healed. For I too am a person subject to authority, with soldiers subject to me. And I say to one, ‘Go,’ and he goes; and to another, ‘Come here,’ and he comes; and to my slave, ‘Do this,’ and he does it.” When Jesus heard this he was amazed at him and, turning, said to the crowd following him, “I tell you, not even in Israel have I found such faith.” When the messengers returned to the house, they found the slave in good health.

				

			To understand today’s Gospel, we have to know some historical facts. Rome ruled the world with an iron hand. Most of the Jews hated the Romans as tyrants, and the Romans hated the Jews as rebels and nonconformists. The Roman centurion in today’s Gospel was an exception: he loved the Jews and actually built a synagogue for them, and the Jews loved him. One of his servants was dying, and he sent other servants to ask Jesus for a miraculous healing. This shows both his compassion for his servant and his faith in Jesus. He does not invite Jesus to come into his house to heal his servant because he knows that the Jews were not allowed to enter the houses of pagans. It defiled them. So his message to Jesus is: “Lord, do not trouble yourself, for I am not worthy to have you enter under my roof. Therefore, I did not consider myself worthy to come to you; but say the word and let my servant be healed. For I too am a person subject to authority, with soldiers subject to me. And I say to one, ‘Go,’ and he goes; and to another, ‘Come here,’ and he comes; and to my slave, ‘Do this,’ and he does it.” And Jesus replied, “I tell you, not even in Israel have I found such faith.” 

			What’s going on here? What’s going on is faith, but also authority, and the correct understanding of authority.

			What we need to learn most from this miracle story, I think, is something most people today misunderstand. It is the meaning of authority.

			The centurion’s faith in Jesus includes faith in Jesus’ authority over death itself. But the secret of that authority-over is a prior submission-under. Only because the centurion was submissive to Caesar did he have the authority of Caesar, the lord of the whole world, behind him, and only because he had that authority behind him did his soldiers and servants obey him. When they looked at him, they did not see the centurion but Caesar, lord of the world. So now the centurion says to Jesus, “I know you. You have authority over even death itself because you are totally submissive to your Father, the God of all life.” He understands that authority is not just power but submission, surrender. “Submission” means literally “under” a “mission,” a mission from the one who has the most authority of all. Submission does not give up authority but channels it. 

			That explains the most hated verse in the Bible: St. Paul’s command to Christian wives to “submit” to their husbands (Eph. 5:22). It sounds like both male chauvinism and tyranny, but it is neither. First, it’s not male chauvinism because he also says to Christian spouses that both of them should “submit to one another.” Second, because he says that they should submit “in the Lord,” in Christ—that is, the wife should submit to the mission of the husband to serve her as Christ serves his Bride the Church, to give, to suffer if necessary, to offer the sincere gift of his whole self and his whole life to the other. That is the mission to which she should submit. And the husband must do the same to his wife, for her mission is to carry out the same service to him. In submitting to each other both are submitting to Christ. They have “authority” because they are under a mission from their “author,” their Creator and Designer and Lord, just as the centurion was under a mission from Caesar and just as Jesus was under a mission from his heavenly Father. True authority gets its power from surrender.

			Most people today confuse authority with power. That is not only a mistake but a mistake that is very harmful because it misunderstands Jesus. Jesus’ contemporaries often remarked of him that “he taught them as one having authority and not as the scribes” (Mark 1:22). When soldiers came to arrest him in the Garden of Gethsemane, all he said was “I AM,” and the soldiers fell back in fear (John 18:5–8). When his neighbors in Nazareth tried to kill him after he gave a sermon in their local synagogue and then insulted them, he simply walked through the crowd and escaped (Luke 4:16–30). When the Jewish religious authorities sent Roman soldiers to arrest him, they returned without him and when asked why, they said, “Never before has anyone spoken like this one.” That is authority. It is spiritual power, not physical power. Confucius and Lao Tzu both understood it. Their Chinese word for it was Te.

			To confuse that authority with the power of a tyrant is to make one of two possible mistakes. 

			On the one hand, it might be the mistake that simply separates might and right, that sees the world as composed of two totally different, independent, and unrelated kinds of forces: material power and spiritual goodness. 

			On the other hand, it might be to make an even worse mistake and to say that spiritual goodness is simply a mask painted on the face of physical power; that justice means merely that those who have the power to make the laws get the power to define what is right—in other words, that “might makes right.”

			But to understand authority correctly, and to understand the authority that Jesus has, is to say that there is a third possibility: that there is indeed a connection between these two worlds of might and right, or matter and spirit, or power and goodness, which the first mistake does not see. But the connection is not that might makes right, as the second view says, but that right makes its own kind of might, a spiritual might not over men’s bodies but over their souls. 

			This is not a physical power that takes away our freedom but a spiritual power that matures our freedom. This kind of authority is the authority that the Catholic Church claims. 

			To understand it, think of conscience. Conscience is the voice of God in our souls—that is why it is authoritative. But it does not force us, like a wrestler. Yet there is a force to it, a powerful pressure to do what we believe is right and not what we believe is wrong. It has power. It necessitates us, not physically but morally. It is not just a nice, attractive idea, an airy ideal, a possibility; it is a duty. Woe is me if I do not obey my conscience. Yet it appeals to free choice. It is a spiritual power, not a physical power.

			That’s the kind of authority Jesus has, and that’s the kind of authority the Church has because Jesus gave it to her when he said to his Apostles, “Whoever listens to you listens to me” (Luke 10:16). One who has authority also has the power to delegate that authority to others. 

			The foundation of that spiritual power of authority over others, like the centurion’s authority over his servants, is the spiritual power of submission and obedience to the authority that is over you, like the centurion’s obedience to Caesar. That’s why his tough soldiers obey him: they see Caesar behind his mission. And that’s why Catholics obey the Church: they see Christ behind her mission. 

			Jesus had authority over death and raised the centurion’s servant to life, because when death looked at Jesus it saw in Jesus the Lord of Life, the Word through whom God created all life. It was Jesus’ total submission to his Father that gave him his authority. 

			When you obey your conscience, you should see in it a prophet of God. That’s why it has such authority.

			And when you see the Church, you should see not just an Ark full of dirty, misbehaving animals, which it also indeed is, but the Ark of salvation, the invention of the Lord of life and love, the Bride of Christ and the Body of Christ. That’s why she has authority, even over sin, death, and hell. Sin, death, and hell all submit to her because she submits to Christ, who submits to his Father. That is the meaning of true authority.

		

	
		
			Tenth Sunday in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			1 Kings 17:17–24	

			Elijah went to Zarephath of Sidon to the house of a widow. The son of the mistress of the house fell sick, and his sickness grew more severe until he stopped breathing. So she said to Elijah, “Why have you done this to me, O man of God? Have you come to me to call attention to my guilt and to kill my son?” Elijah said to her, “Give me your son.” Taking him from her lap, he carried the son to the upper room where he was staying, and put him on his bed. Elijah called out to the Lord: “O Lord, my God, will you afflict even the widow with whom I am staying by killing her son?” Then he stretched himself out upon the child three times and called out to the Lord: “O Lord, my God, let the life breath return to the body of this child.” The Lord heard the prayer of Elijah; the life breath returned to the child’s body and he revived. Taking the child, Elijah brought him down into the house from the upper room and gave him to his mother. Elijah said to her, “See! Your son is alive.” The woman replied to Elijah, “Now indeed I know that you are a man of God. The word of the Lord comes truly from your mouth.”

				

			Today’s Old Testament passage is the story of a miracle: God using his prophet Elijah to raise the son of the widow from the dead. Of course, God performed this miracle, not Elijah. No man, not even a holy prophet, can perform a miracle. It takes a supernatural being to perform a supernatural deed, a deed beyond the power of nature. So if you don’t believe miracles actually happen, you are implicitly an atheist. For if there is a God, there can be miracles, and if not, not. 

			Some people think miracles can’t really happen, that these stories in the Bible are just pious fables; but if there is a God who can create the whole universe out of nothing, then he can certainly do miraculous deeds within his creation. If God can bang out the Big Bang, he can surely bang out smaller bangs, such as raising the dead.

			Raising the dead is the most obviously miraculous deed, for life is like time: it moves only forward, never backward. The living can become dead, from natural causes, but the dead cannot become alive except from a supernatural cause.

			The widow’s response to the miracle God performed in raising her son from death was these words: “Now indeed I know that you are a man of God. The word of the Lord comes truly from your mouth.” The miracle did not change her view of God—she already believed that there was a God who could perform miracles; that’s why she asked for one—but it changed her view of Elijah. Now she knew that he was God’s man, God’s instrument that he accepted and used to perform this miracle. No one can perform a miracle without God’s permission and God’s active agency; we can be the causes of natural effects, but we can only be the instruments for God to cause supernatural effects.

			The point of miracles, then, is to call our attention not to their effect but to their cause; not merely to get the job done, so to speak, but to identify the doer, in two senses: both God, as the first cause, and the human agents he uses, as second causes, who are deliberately chosen by God and therefore certified, so to speak, as trustable and reliable. So the widow’s response was not “Now I know there is a God” (which she knew already), but “Now indeed I know that you are a man of God, and that the word of the Lord comes truly from your mouth.” She trusted Elijah’s words because she saw the deed.

			The same was true about Jesus’ miracles: they were meant to call our attention not to the miracle itself and to its human recipient but to call our attention to the doer, to make us look backward, so to speak, to the one who performed the miracle. Jesus’ words were hard to believe, but his miracles were designed to show that the man who performed them was also trustworthy in what he said. The deeds were an argument for the words. The deeds proved the words, so to speak.

			And the Apostles got that point: when Jesus suddenly and miraculously calmed the storm at sea, they said, “What sort of man is this, whom even the winds and the sea obey?” (Matt. 8:27).

			Jesus’ question to his disciples, and therefore to us, too, if we are his disciples, was: “Who do you say that I am?” (Matt. 16:15). To be a Christian, to be a disciple of Jesus Christ, is essentially to answer that most fundamental of all questions as St. Peter did, to give the same answer that the Church Christ founded on Peter has been giving for two thousand years: ‘‘You are the Messiah [Christ], the Son of the living God” (Matt. 16:16). And Jesus responded, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah. For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my heavenly Father. And so I say to you, you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church, and the gates of the netherworld shall not prevail against it. I will give you the keys to the kingdom of heaven. Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven” (Matt. 16:13–19).

			When Jesus raised another widow’s son from the dead, in today’s Gospel, and when he raised Lazarus from the dead after he was in the tomb decaying for four days, the reaction of all who saw it was to look differently not just at the widow or the son or even just at Lazarus, but at Jesus. Watch the expressions on the faces of those who saw Jesus raise Lazarus in Zeffirelli’s old movie classic Jesus of Nazareth, especially the Apostles. They are silent, but their faces are eloquent. 

			Who do you say that he is? Who is he to you? When “Doubting Thomas” saw the resurrected Christ, complete with his wounds, he gave his answer, “My Lord and my God,” which is the answer each of us must give when we receive the Eucharist. For when he changes bread and wine into his own Body and Blood and invites us to eat his Body and drink his Blood, he gives us a miracle that is far greater than the miracle he gave to the widow in raising her son from the dead.

			Responsorial Psalm

			Psalm 30:2, 4, 5–6, 11, 12, 13	

			R. (2a) I will praise you, Lord, for you have rescued me. 

			I will extol you, O Lord, for you drew me clear

			and did not let my enemies rejoice over me. 

			O Lord, you brought me up from the nether world; 

			you preserved me from among those going down 

			into the pit. 

			Sing praise to the Lord, you his faithful ones, 

			and give thanks to his holy name. 

			For his anger lasts but a moment; 

			a lifetime, his good will. 

			At nightfall, weeping enters in, 

			but with the dawn, rejoicing. 

			Hear, O Lord, and have pity on me; 

			O Lord, be my helper.

			You changed my mourning into dancing; 

			O Lord, my God, forever will I give you thanks.

				

			In the Psalm verses for today we find the same two-part drama that we find throughout the Bible and throughout life. The two parts, the two stages, of every drama are the bad news and the good news,  the problem and the solution, the danger and the deliverance, the down and the up, the war and the peace, the defeat and the victory, the need and the supply, the prayer and the answer to prayer, the night and the day, the darkness and the light, the tears of sorrow and the tears of joy.

			The Psalmist begins at the end, with thanksgiving for the deliverance that God has already given him: “I will extol you, O Lord, for you drew me clear / and did not let my enemies rejoice over me.” (Our enemies, St. Paul reminds us, are not flesh and blood but principalities and powers of wickedness in high  places, evil spirits.) Then the Psalmist reflects on the two stages of the story, which are like night and day: “At nightfall, weeping enters in, but with the dawn, rejoicing.”

			Every story has those two parts. If there was no conflict, no problem, no enemies, no darkness, there would be no story. There was no story in the Garden of Eden before the fall, because there was no drama, no conflict between good and evil, only good. Once sin entered, so did suffering and death. And drama. And God then acted immediately to begin to bring act two out of act one, life out of death, salvation out of sin, light out of darkness, deliverance out of doom.  That process took thousands of years, but the last act of the drama came two thousand years ago, when he “whupped” the devil, our real enemy, forever, so that the rest of history is the mop-up operation of the war that has already been won by Christ.

			In this life, some of our stories end with a happy ending and some have a tragic ending. But if we are in God’s story, if we believe and trust and love God, all our stories finally have a happy ending, even though some of them have terrible sufferings to go through first. In fact, all of us are destined to experience many losses and even tragedies along the way, but a final tragedy, a final complete loss, an absence of final deliverance, a lack of act two of the drama, happens only to those who refuse to trust God, to join his story, to act in his drama, to swim in his turbulent and twisting river that finally leads to his peaceful sea.

			The Psalmist looks at these two acts of the drama from the human point of view when he says, “At nightfall, weeping enters in, but with the dawn, rejoicing.” That is very clear and literal, and understandable. But he also tries to look at these two acts of the drama from God’s point of view, and that can not be clear or literally understandable. He speaks the truth, but he can do that only from the human point of view, because he is only a human being—he is not God—and therefore he can have only the human point of view, even when he is speaking the truth that God reveals. That’s why he seems to ascribe the same changes to God that he experiences in his own life, when he writes about God’s role in the drama: “His anger lasts but a moment; a lifetime, his good will.”

			But that is true only analogically or metaphorically, not literally, for God does not really change into or out of anger or good will. He is not half-angry and half-happy, or half-dark and half-light, like “the Force” in Star Wars. “God is light, and in him there is no darkness at all” (1 John 1:5). He does not get angry by reacting to our sins, as we do to each other. He does not change from not angry to angry. He is never angry at us and he is always angry at our sins, as we also ought to be. He also does not change by becoming more loving. He also does not fall into love, because he is love, just as water does not get wet because        it is wet. God cannot become more loving; he is already total love, infinite love.

			What about his anger? He is angry at our sins, he is the enemy of our sins, only because he loves us, as a surgeon is the enemy of his patient’s cancer only because he is the friend of his patient. God does not wake up one morning surprised to find us sinning, and then get suddenly hot under the collar with anger.

			Why then does this seem to happen? Why does God seem to smile on us one day when we are good, and then frown on us another day when we are bad? Because we change, not because he does. He is like the sun: it does not really move across the sky, but we move in relation to it. The sun always shines, it is only we who experience it differently when we are in the night or in the day, in the shade or in the sunlight, when we use sunblock and when we don’t. We keep changing, and our relationship with God keeps changing, but God does not change.

			Jesus changes, because Jesus has a human nature, which includes many changes, as well as a divine nature, which does not change. So Jesus got angry—humanly angry—at the stupidities of the people he loved, and especially at their dishonesties and hypocrisies. And he still does. Jesus still has his human nature in heaven, and therefore Jesus still has human emotions. His human nature changes, but his divine nature does not. His divine love does not change, but his human love changes its emotional quality. In fact, we can distinguish at least four different kinds of love: angry love, tough love, tender love, and rejoicing love, because we exist on all four different levels: when we are hypocrites we need and deserve anger, and when we are weak and stupid but honest sinners we need tough discipline, and when we are sincerely loving but weak people we need tenderness, and when we are saintly we rejoice in receiving his “Well done, my  good and faithful servant” (Matt. 25:23).

			So we seem to have two different dramas in today’s Psalm, one from the human point of view and one from the divine point of view; but they are in fact only two different aspects of the same drama. One aspect is literal and describes literally the dramatic change in  us: “At nightfall, weeping enters in, but with the dawn, rejoicing.”  The other aspect metaphorically and nonliterally ascribes the  dramatic change to God: “His anger lasts but a moment; a lifetime, his good will.” This is a projection of our change onto God, because our relationship to God truly does change, often dramatically so. We know that is so when we compare our relationship to God before we go to confession and after. It’s the same  God we were first in conflict with and then at peace with. We changed, and therefore the relationship changed, but God did not change. God does not change from less love to more love or from more love to less love. God is love, infinite love, complete love, perfect love, unchanging love, always, totally, and forever.

			Second Reading

			Galatians 1:11–19	

			I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that the gospel preached by me is not of human origin. For I did not receive it from a human being, nor was I taught it, but it came through a revelation of Jesus Christ. 

			For you heard of my former way of life in Judaism, how I persecuted the church of God beyond measure and tried to destroy it, and progressed in Judaism beyond many of my contemporaries among my race, since I was even more a zealot for my ancestral traditions. But when God, who from my mother’s womb had set me apart and called me through his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son to me, so that I might proclaim him to the Gentiles, I did not immediately consult flesh and blood, nor did I go up to Jerusalem to those who were apostles before me; rather, I went into Arabia and then returned to Damascus. 

			Then after three years I went up to Jerusalem to confer with Cephas and remained with him for fifteen days. But I did not see any other of the apostles, only James the brother of the Lord.

				

			In today’s epistle, St. Paul identifies the essential heresy believed by all non-Christians and even many who think of themselves as Christians today, when he says, “I want you to know . . . that the gospel preached by me is not of human origin . . . but it came through a revelation of Jesus Christ.” 

			That is the absolutely fundamental question: Where did this Gospel come from? From human imaginations or from divine revelation? 

			Where did the Bible come from? Is it man’s words about God or is it God’s word about man?

			Where did the Church come from? Did we invent it or did God invent it?

			Where did the Christian religion come from? The word “religion” means “binding relationship”—where did this relationship and its binding force come from? From God or from man? Did we invent it, like science and technology? 

			Where did our moral values come from? Were the Ten Commandments Moses’ ideas, or Israel’s ideas, or were they God’s ideas?

			Above all, where did Jesus come from? From earth or from heaven? Was Jesus just the best of men, the most godlike of men? Was he a man who became like God or was he God who became truly man? Did he have only a human nature or did he also have a divine nature? He got his human nature from his mother; did he get it from his father too? Was St. Joseph his father or was God his father? If you deny the virgin birth, you implicitly deny Christ’s divinity, because if Joseph was his father, then God was no more his father than he is everyone else’s father. But if Mary was a virgin and his father was not Joseph but God, in eternity, then he is different; he is the only begotten Son of God.

			And if Jesus is only human, then he can’t save us from sin or death or hell any more than I can. You can’t give what you don’t have, and if Jesus does not have divine life, supernatural life, eternal life, then he can’t give it, and if he can’t give it, then we can’t get it. So if Jesus is not divine, we have no hope of heaven.

			Other heresies may be secondary or even accidental, but the heresy about Jesus is primary and essential. Other heresies may destroy many beautiful floors of the building, but the heresy about Jesus destroys the foundation of the whole building. As the hymn says, “The Church’s one foundation is Jesus Christ her Lord.” If you do not believe the earliest and shortest Christian creed, that “Jesus is Lord”—that is, God—then you are simply not a Christian, no matter how many other Christian ideas you believe.

			And if he is Lord, then he is Lord of all and therefore your Lord too, and his authority over you is infallible and absolute and total and eternal. You do not judge him; he judges you. You do not edit or correct his words. You do not dance and shuffle and nuance and reinterpret his clear commands or doubt his promises or seek to create alternatives to the one, holy, universal, and apostolic Church that he deliberately designed and invented and founded and gave his divine authority to when he said to his Apostles, “Whoever listens to you listens to me” (Luke 10:16). If the Church is his Body, then when we trash the Church, we trash Jesus, just as when you slap my body or hug my body, you slap me or hug me. My body is not one of my possessions—my body is me, just as much as my soul is me. When we receive the Body of Christ in the Eucharist, we do not receive one of Christ’s possessions: we receive Christ.

			If Christ is not your Lord, if Christ is not everything to you, then he is nothing to you. The one thing he cannot be is just something, just one among many other things, like your job or your food or your favorite sport. If he is not your Lord seven days of the week, he is not your Lord on Sunday either. If he is not the Lord of your financial life, and your entertainment life, and your sex life, then he is not your Lord, he is only your chum. And if you are a fisherman, you know what chum is. If you don’t know, ask your kids who watch SpongeBob.

			Gospel

			Luke 7:11–17	

			Jesus journeyed to a city called Nain, and his disciples and a large crowd accompanied him. As he drew near to the gate of the city, a man who had died was being carried out, the only son of his mother, and she was a widow. A large crowd from the city was with her. When the Lord saw her, he was moved with pity for her and said to her, “Do not weep.” He stepped forward and touched the coffin; at this the bearers halted, and he said, “Young man, I tell you, arise!” The dead man sat up and began to speak, and Jesus gave him to his mother. Fear seized them all, and they glorified God, crying out, “A great prophet has arisen in our midst,” and “God has visited his people.” This report about him spread through the whole of Judea and in all the surrounding region.

				

			In today’s Gospel, Jesus does, by his own power and authority, what Elijah did on God’s power and authority: he raises the dead. Death itself obeys Jesus’ word of command, which is the word that does not describe or label something that already exists but the word that makes something exist, the word of creation, the word by which the universe was created. When, in the Genesis creation story, God spoke his word of command and said “Be!” nothingness itself obeyed him and turned into something. That is the power of Jesus, because Jesus is the Word of God by which the whole universe was created, the eternal Son of the Father, the second person of the eternal Trinity.

			That’s why the sea suddenly sat still and obeyed him like a puppy dog when he said to it, “Quiet! Be still!” (Mark 4:39). He who commanded the sea to exist could command it to shut up and sit down like a dog. He who commanded the soul of Lazarus to come into existence in his mother’s womb could command the dead body of Lazarus to obey him and walk out of the tomb when he said, “Lazarus, come out!” (John 11:43). That’s why the dead son of the widow of Nain also obeyed his word of command when he said, “Young man, I tell you, arise!” (Luke 7:14). Our dead bodies will do the same thing when the same Lord speaks the same words to us on the last day.

			On another occasion, a Roman centurion asked Jesus to stop his servant from dying. This pagan recognized Jesus’ power better than any of his chosen people did, and Jesus responded, “I tell you, not even in Israel have I found such faith” (Luke 7:9). The centurion explained, “I too am a person subject to authority, with soldiers subject to me. And I say to one, ‘Go,’ and he goes; and to another, ‘Come here,’ and he comes; and to my slave, ‘Do this,’ and he does it” (Luke 7:8). Why? Because the centurion’s soldiers saw in this one commander the authority of Caesar, the emperor who reigned even over all kings, the lord of the whole Roman world. And the centurion saw in Jesus the Lord of the whole universe, even of death itself, so he knew that Jesus’ word of command could tame even death itself.

			St. Paul called death our “last enemy” (1 Cor. 15:26). Once our last enemy is defeated, no more enemies remain. But this last enemy is also our worst enemy, for while life gives each of us many gains and many losses, many plusses and many minuses, many victories and many defeats, death is unique; it is the total defeat. In death, we lose not just some things but everything. So if Jesus can conquer death, he can conquer anything and everything.

			Jesus said about the centurion, “I tell you, not even in Israel have I found such faith.” Let him find it in you.

			The Book of Wisdom says that “God did not make death” (Wis. 1:13). So when someone you love dies, don’t say “God took him.” Say, “Death took him, but God took death.”

		

	
		
			Eleventh Sunday in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			2 Samuel 12:7–10, 13	

			Nathan said to David: “Thus says the Lord God of Israel: ‘I anointed you king of Israel. I rescued you from the hand of Saul. I gave you your lord’s house and your lord’s wives for your own. I gave you the house of Israel and of Judah. And if this were not enough, I could count up for you still more. Why have you rejected the Lord and done evil in his sight? You have cut down Uriah the Hittite with the sword; you took his wife as your own, and him you killed with the sword of the Ammonites. Now, therefore, the sword shall never depart from your house, because you have looked down on me and have taken the wife of Uriah to be your wife.’” Then David said to Nathan, “I have sinned against the Lord.” Nathan answered David: “The Lord on his part has forgiven your sin: you shall not die.”

				

			King David had been “hooked” by the sight of the beautiful Bathsheba naked and taking a bath on the roof of her house, which was in sight of David’s palace. He schemed to possess her by arranging for her husband Uriah’s death in battle. God sent his prophet Nathan to confront David with his triple sin of murder, theft, and adultery. 

			Notice a few practical points in this story.

			First, even the great have feet of clay. Saints are the first to admit that they are sinners; it’s only very stupid sinners who think they are saints. David was “a man after [God’s] own heart” (1 Sam. 13:14) and wrote many of the Psalms, the greatest book of prayers ever written, yet even David was seduced into very grave sin. This is why Catholics are commanded, when they go to Confession, not only to firmly resolve not to sin again but also to avoid even the near occasion of sin. This is especially true of sins of the flesh, which tempt us to think with our hormones rather than with our minds and consciences. 

			The very first step in either sin or holiness is always thought: to direct our minds either toward God and truth or away from him and from what we know is the truth. As the poet said, “Sow a thought, reap an act; sow an act, reap a habit; sow a habit, reap a character; sow a character, reap a destiny.” Buddha, who was a very good psychologist, even though he was a very poor theologian, began the Dhammapada with this line: “All that we are is determined by our thoughts: it begins where our thoughts begin, it moves where our thoughts move, and it ends where our thoughts end.”

			Second, even though forgiveness takes away sin’s punishments, it does not take away sin’s consequences. Sin always has consequences, and grave sins have grave consequences. For the rest of David’s life his family was in turmoil. His rebellious son Absalom plotted to kill his father David and was killed himself by David’s righthand man. Israel was never free from the cycle of wars that characterized most of her history until David died and his son Solomon reigned in peace.  

			Third, Nathan’s psychological strategy is brilliant: he tells David his own story in the disguise of a story about someone else—the rich man who steals the poor man’s pet lamb. Then, after watching this little play and hissing at the villain, David realizes that he’s the villain: he’s an actor, not a spectator: “You are the man” (2 Sam. 12:7). After the easy, slow pitch comes the fastball strikeout. Jesus did the same thing in many of his parables. 

			For instance, to the man who asked him, “Who is my neighbor?” he told the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:29–37). 

			In answer to his disciples’ question, “Lord, will those who are saved be few?” he said, “Strive to enter” (Luke 13:23–24). 

			Plato did the same thing in his famous parable of the cave: “Who are those poor, blind idiots chained in a cave and thinking that there’s nothing more than the shadows on the wall just because that’s all that they can see?” “Ourselves,” says the teacher. 

			Pascal did it with his parable of the prisoners on death row waiting for their turn to go off and die. “That is our human condition.” 

			Great novelists do that: they show us who we are by showing us fictional characters. We think we are staring at a picture, and we find we are staring in a mirror. 

			A fourth point of the David story is that God’s mercy is infinite. There is no sin, no matter how great, that God will not forgive if we are truly and sincerely repentant. God’s mercy is like an ocean, and our sin is like a grain of sand. But we cannot be forgiven if we do not confess and repent, because forgiveness is a gift and a gift has to be not only freely given but also freely received. God does his part, but we also have to do ours. As one preacher put it, “God casts a vote for you and the devil casts a vote against you and you cast the deciding vote.” The only sin God cannot forgive is our refusal to accept his forgiveness—that is, our impenitence, our refusal to confess and repent. The way to heaven is to bend our knees and bow our heads; the way to hell is to stick our nose in the air. It is impossible to choose those two postures at the same time.

			Second Reading

			Galatians 2:16, 19–21	

			Brothers and sisters: We who know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, even we have believed in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of the law no one will be justified. For through the law I died to the law, that I might live for God. I have been crucified with Christ; yet I live, no longer I, but Christ lives in me; insofar as I now live in the flesh, I live by faith in the Son of God who has loved me and given himself up for me. I do not nullify the grace of God; for if justification comes through the law, then Christ died for nothing.

				

			St. Paul teaches that we are justified, or put right with God, by our faith. St. James says that we are justified by our works. Luther thought they contradicted each other and said that the Letter of James didn’t belong in the Bible. But they don’t contradict each other at all. Paul is telling us that works without faith are dead, and James is telling us that faith without works is dead. A soul without a body is a ghost, and a body without a soul is a corpse. Faith without good works is like a ghost and good works without faith is like a corpse.

			Why can’t good works alone save us? Because nobody is good enough for heaven. How arrogant and proud you would have to be to think you are! We can’t buy our way in. We can’t pay that high a price. Only God can. And he did. 

			Another reason why we can’t be saved just by good works is because God is a lover, not a boss. A boss is content with obedience, but a lover wants your whole heart, soul, mind, and strength. That’s God’s first and greatest commandment because God is love, and that’s what love demands. And that’s what we can’t give. Our hearts are divided. We need a new heart, and only God can perform heart surgery. And that’s why we need faith: we need to trust our divine surgeon.

			What kind of faith is it that saves us? Not just mental belief or opinion. We’re not saved by ideas. God doesn’t give us a theology test at the gate of heaven and if we get a 60 we pass but if we get a 59 we fail. God also does not count our good deeds and if we did 60 we pass and if we did 59 we fail. 

			So how do we pass? How do we get to heaven? What is our ticket? 

			Our ticket is Jesus, and the life of Jesus comes into our soul only by faith—that is, when we say yes to his offer, when we freely invite him in, when we believe in him and trust him, when we open the door of our soul to him. You’ve probably seen the famous painting of Jesus holding a lantern at night outside somebody’s door, waiting for the door to open so he can come in. It takes a minute to notice it, but there is no knob on the door. The knob is on the inside. We have to freely choose to open the door. If we don’t love and trust him and don’t want him in our lives, we will not open the door and he will not come in. He is not an intruder; he is a gentleman. He will not force his way in. 

			But when the life of God comes into our souls by faith (and Baptism), it always also manifests itself by good works—that is, by works of love. For love is not just a feeling; it is a work, a deed, a choice. Faith is invisible, but love is visible. Faith is like the roots of a plant and the works of love are the fruit or the flower. No one but God can see your faith, but they can see your love in your good works. 

			Faith and works are not really two different things but two aspects of one and the same thing—namely, the very life of God in us. It comes in by faith and out by works, like new life coming into a woman’s body when a man makes her pregnant and then that same life coming out of her body when she gives birth. That is the favorite image of the saints. That’s why sex is holy and beautiful: it is a profound and powerful God-designed “horizontal” image of the “vertical” love between God and the human soul, and even of the love within the Trinity, the love that God is in himself in eternity. It is an icon, a holy picture. It’s called “procreation,” and it’s the most amazingly creative thing a human being can do. That’s why it’s so important to get it right, not wrong. God enlists our assistance in making the only thing in the universe that is more valuable than the whole material universe: a human being, a person, an immortal soul destined for eternal life and unimaginable joy in a spiritual marriage to God.

			The Galatians’ mistake was very fundamental. They thought what God most wanted was obedience to his law. Of course he does, but only for a deeper reason, a reason of love: because his will is our only road to true happiness, and what God wants is our deepest happiness because he is a lover. The Galatians’ mistake was not only about how we get to heaven but also about the nature of God. They thought God was like a king, a general, or a CEO: that what he most wanted was obedience. But obedience can be given out of fear instead of love. The Galatians forgot that God is a lover and that what he most wants is our heart, our love. It’s the only thing God can’t give to himself: our free choice to love him. 

			Gospel

			Luke 7:36–8:3	
(or Luke 7:36–50)

			A Pharisee invited Jesus to dine with him, and he entered the Pharisee’s house and reclined at table. Now there was a sinful woman in the city who learned that he was at table in the house of the Pharisee. Bringing an alabaster flask of ointment, she stood behind him at his feet weeping and began to bathe his feet with her tears. Then she wiped them with her hair, kissed them, and anointed them with the ointment. When the Pharisee who had invited him saw this he said to himself, “If this man were a prophet, he would know who and what sort of woman this is who is touching him, that she is a sinner.” Jesus said to him in reply, “Simon, I have something to say to you.” “Tell me, teacher,” he said. “Two people were in debt to a certain creditor; one owed five hundred days’ wages and the other owed fifty. Since they were unable to repay the debt, he forgave it for both. Which of them will love him more?” Simon said in reply, “The one, I suppose, whose larger debt was forgiven.” He said to him, “You have judged rightly.” 

			Then he turned to the woman and said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? When I entered your house, you did not give me water for my feet, but she has bathed them with her tears and wiped them with her hair. You did not give me a kiss, but she has not ceased kissing my feet since the time I entered. You did not anoint my head with oil, but she anointed my feet with ointment. So I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven because she has shown great love. But the one to whom little is forgiven, loves little.” He said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.” The others at table said to themselves, “Who is this who even forgives sins?” But he said to the woman, “Your faith has saved you; go in peace.” 

			Afterward he journeyed from one town and village to another, preaching and proclaiming the Good News of the kingdom of God. Accompanying him were the Twelve and some women who had been cured of evil spirits and infirmities, Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had gone out, Joanna, the wife of Herod’s steward Chuza, Susanna, and many others who provided for them out of their resources.

				

			The story in today’s Gospel is similar to another one, which is told in Matthew’s Gospel, in which essentially the same event takes place just before the Last Supper in the house of Simon the Leper (or perhaps the Pharisee in Luke’s story is Simon the Leper), and a third one that takes place in the house of Mary and Martha and Lazarus in Bethany. In Matthew’s story he contrasts Jesus’ reaction to the woman’s actions with Judas’. Judas is outraged at this apparently excessive and irrational show of love and says, “Why this waste?” and then goes out and sells Jesus into the hands of the Sanhedrin for thirty pieces of silver (Matt. 26:16–16). John also tells that story and adds that at that point Satan entered into Judas’ heart. 

			Whether this is two events or three, there is a common pattern to them, and a common point. In all three of these narratives, we find this pattern: there are three characters and three points of view in the story. One is a repentant sinner, another is on the opposite side—someone who is either not repentant or thinks he is not a sinner—and the third is Jesus, who stands between them. It is the same pattern as the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector. In that parable, the tax collector, a public sinner by theft of tax money, is honest, humble, and repentant, and therefore justified, while the Pharisee, who obeys the law perfectly, is dishonest with himself and proud and therefore not justified. Jesus stands between them and judges them: the tax collector goes home justified but not the Pharisee (Luke 18:9–14). 

			In the parable of the two debtors that Jesus tells his host in today’s Gospel, the debtor who owed his creditor the most money was the most grateful for his master’s forgiveness of the debt. The creditor is God; the one who owes the most is the great sinner, who is therefore the most grateful for the forgiveness; and the one who is less grateful is the little sinner.

			But if the little sinner refuses to forgive a tiny debt owed him by someone else, which is what happens in another of Jesus’ parables (Matt. 18:21–35), then he turns these principles of justice upside down. In that case, the one who ought to be the most grateful, because his big debt has been forgiven, is in fact the least grateful, as shown by his legalistic, Pharisaical unforgiveness to his debtor, who owes him only a little. That ungrateful debtor is us when we refuse to forgive other people’s little sins against us when we owe infinitely more unpaid debts to God (Matt. 18:21–35). 

			In the Lord’s Prayer, Jesus commanded us to pray not just “forgive us our debts” but “forgive us our debts, / as we forgive our debtors” (Matt. 6:12). In other words, we are commanded to pray for our own damnation if we do not forgive our neighbor’s sins against us! That’s how essential forgiveness is and how clever Jesus is in giving us this prayer.

			(By the way, when a debt is forgiven, that does not mean it is simply forgotten, or disappears, or that it does not have to be paid. It means the debtor does not need to pay it because his creditor pays it out of his own pocket. If A owes B and B owes C, then even when B forgives A, B still has to pay C, but out of his own money instead of A’s money. That is what God did on the cross. Forgiveness is costly.) 

			In the parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11–32), Jesus stands in the middle as the father of both the obedient but envious older brother and the disobedient but repentant younger brother who wastes his father’s money. The older brother is like the Pharisee and the younger brother is like the tax collector. When the older brother complained about the father’s prodigal and generous forgiveness, he made the same terrible error as Judas made when he criticized the generosity of the woman who poured out her expensive perfume over Jesus. The father was as prodigal with his forgiveness as the younger son was with his sin, but the older son had a heart that was not prodigal, or wild, in either way. God is even wilder in his forgiveness than we are in our sins.

			In the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25–37), Jesus also stands in the middle between two other characters. Here he is the victim of assault and robbery; the priest and the Levite who pass the victim by are like the Pharisee; and the Samaritan who spends his time and money caring for the victim is like the tax collector. (The Jews and the Samaritans hated each other.) If Jesus told that parable today the priest would be a Catholic cardinal and the Samaritan would probably be an anti-Catholic Protestant fundamentalist, or perhaps a Saudi Arabian Wahabi Islamist. 

			In the parable of the good shepherd (Matt. 18:10–14), we also see this pattern of three points of view: Jesus is the shepherd; the ninety-nine good sheep who remain home are like the older brother in the prodigal son parable; and the one sheep who wanders away is like the younger brother.

			You see the common pattern. We can see at least six lessons in it. 

			First, judge not. People surprise you; their inside is often at odds with their outside. God alone sees hearts. 

			Second, God is merciful and forgives. 

			Third, therefore we must forgive too. Cold-hearted unforgiveness is the worst sin. 

			Fourth, repentance, love, and gratitude are crucial virtues. 

			Fifth, orthodoxy and obedience and order in thought and life, though very good in themselves, are not enough to excuse or compensate for a passionless and loveless heart, any more than a passionate heart can compensate for and excuse untruth and disobedience.

			Sixth, repentant sinners often make the greatest saints, because they have so much to be grateful for.

			Great saints are made from great sinners. St. Paul persecuted Christians. St. Augustine was the playboy of the Western world. St. Ignatius was a mercenary soldier, a professional killer. St. Francis of Assisi was a rich and coddled fop. St. Peter denied Jesus three times. 

			Why do we see this pattern so often in the history of the saints? For the same reason it’s harder to start up a car that’s stalled than to change the direction of one that’s speeding in the wrong direction on all six cylinders. 

			That doesn’t justify passionate sin; it justifies passionate sanctity. We need both passion and obedience, both passion and orthodoxy, both love and truth, both fire and light. Truth without love makes you a Pharisee, and love without truth makes you a prodigal, a prostitute, or a playboy. It isn’t true love. The pattern of the parables that we’ve explored teaches us not to make the mistake of either the prodigal son or his older brother, the mistake of either the tax collector or the Pharisee. 

			The devil finds it easy to tempt us to either one of these two mistakes, either the hot sins or the cold sins. Both harm the soul, but the cold sins harm it more because they have more camouflage. Self-righteousness is more deceptive than unrighteousness. Prodigals and prostitutes and playboys and playgirls and pimps don’t think they are saints, but Pharisees do. 

			Especially Pharisees who denounce Pharisaism, who are proud of their humility, and who judge other people for being “judgmental.” 

			The devil loves to tempt us to ignore either the hard virtues, like justice, honesty, and chastity, or the soft virtues, like compassion and generosity and mercy and sensitivity. He’s a clever psychologist: Before we sin, he tempts us to think soft—to think soft, easy, optimistic thoughts about how small our sin would be and how much fun it would bring us, and how God is so merciful that he is more like a grandfather than a father, an easy touch. And after we sin, he tempts us to think hard—to think hard, pessimistic thoughts about how big our sin was and how small and hopeless and miserable we are and how hard God is to please. We need exactly the opposite: we need to think hard and see how big and bad sin is and how hard justice and truth are before we sin, when we are tempted; and we need to think soft and see how small sin is and how large God’s mercy is after we sin and repent. 

			The devil can’t invent anything, but he can twist anything. We need to untwist what the devil twists. He wants to see us walking upside down, with our eyes to the ground and our nose to the grindstone and our feet kicking up against the heavens. We need to get our feet on the ground and our eyes in the sky. That’s why Jesus’ sayings surprise us: they seem upside down to us because we are upside down. He is right side up. We fall either forward or backward, either left or right; he stands upright. He is our plumb line.

		

	
		
			Twelfth Sunday in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Zechariah 12:10–11, 13:1	

			Thus says the Lord: I will pour out on the house of David and on the inhabitants of Jerusalem a spirit of grace and petition; and they shall look on him whom they have pierced, and they shall mourn for him as one mourns for an only son, and they shall grieve over him as one grieves over a firstborn. 

			On that day the mourning in Jerusalem shall be as great as the mourning of Hadadrimmon in the plain of Megiddo.

			On that day there shall be open to the house of David and to the inhabitants of Jerusalem, a fountain to purify from sin and uncleanness.

				

			St. John saw, with his own eyes, the literal fulfillment of this messianic prophecy when he stood by Christ’s cross and saw his dead body pierced with the soldier’s lance. Here is his description of that event:

			In order that the bodies might not remain on the cross on the sabbath, for the sabbath day of that week was a solemn one, the Jews asked Pilate that their legs be broken and that they be taken down. So the soldiers came and broke the legs of the first and then of the other one who was crucified with Jesus. But when they came to Jesus and saw that he was already dead, they did not break his legs, but one soldier thrust his lance into his side, and immediately blood and water flowed out. An eyewitness has testified, and his testimony is true; he knows that he is speaking the truth, so that you also may come to believe. And this happened so that the Scripture passage might be fulfilled: / Not a bone of it will be broken. / And again another passage says: / They will look upon him whom they have pierced. (John 19:31–37)

			There is a kind of backstory to that. The Romans were masters of cruelty, like the Nazis: when they crucified someone, they placed a block of wood beneath the victim’s feet so he could stay alive and breathing by pushing against it for hours, which gave him hours of additional pain before dying. So when John writes about this piercing of Jesus’ heart by the soldier’s lance, he uses the official formula and exact language of an eyewitness giving a sworn testimony in a court case, to certify that when the soldier pierced Christ’s side with his spear, water as well as blood came out—that is, peritoneal fluid from the collapsed lung cavity, proving that he had stopped breathing and had died. He then quotes two messianic Old Testament prophecies—“They shall look on him whom they have pierced,” and “Not a bone of it will be broken” (see Ps. 34:21)—as both being literally fulfilled here. There are literally hundreds of specific messianic prophecies in the Old Testament that Jesus fulfilled. No other religious figure in history ever fulfilled so many specific and detailed prophecies. 

			The piercing of Christ’s side is also quoted in Revelation in a prophecy about Christ’s Second Coming: “Behold, he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him, every one who pierced him; and all tribes of the earth will wail on account of him” (Rev. 1:7 RSV-CE). The point there is that it was not just one Roman soldier but everyone, “all the tribes of the earth,” who pierced him—that is, who were responsible for his death—because it was our sins that required his death for our salvation. That same point about worldwide guilt was made ironically by the sign Pilate had put on Jesus’ cross—“This is the King of the Jews”—in Greek, Latin, and Hebrew: the three languages of the three most important and influential cultures in the world. The whole world crucified Christ. Thus we all “wail,” as Revelation says, and as our reading from Zechariah says, “They shall grieve over him as one grieves over a firstborn,” because he is the only son, not our only son but God’s. 

			For Christians, the crucifix is the single most central image in history, the most important thing human eyes have ever seen. This is the worst thing that ever happened, and it should cause us to weep when we contemplate it for two reasons: because it is the greatest tragedy of all time, the death of God, the God of all life, and because it is the greatest moral evil, the greatest sin, of all time, the deliberate torture and murder of the man who was God. When you look at a crucifix, remember who that is there, and what he is doing there, and why he is doing it, and whose sins put him there. 

			But God turned this worst thing that ever happened into the best thing that ever happened—something we celebrate on a day we dare to call “Good” Friday—also for two reasons: because it paid for our sins and saved our souls from eternal misery, and because it was followed by the Resurrection, Christ’s conquest of the death that had conquered him. In the Resurrection Christ says to death, in the words of the poet John Donne, “Death, thou shalt die.”

			Christianity is wondrously strange, utterly unpredictable, and incomparably dramatic. It is “the greatest story ever told,” and it is true. As Dorothy Sayers put it, “The dogma . . . is the drama.” The essence of Christianity is not an “ism,” an ideology, a set of abstract principles or timeless truths and values, but a series of astonishing miraculous events: Creation, Incarnation, Crucifixion, Resurrection, and Ascension, and our regeneration, justification, salvation, sanctification, and glorification. 

			All the words in Christianity’s essential vocabulary end in “ion.” “Ions” are events; “isms” are ideas. All the words in every other religion, philosophy, and ideology end in “ism”: Hinduism, Buddhism, Platonism, Stoicism, Republicanism, Communism. There is no such thing as Christianism. The “ion” words are like ions in physics: they have power; they do things. They have magnetic power both positive and negative: power to attract and power to repel. Christ was both loved and hated more than any other man who ever lived. His saints are both loved and hated, tortured, persecuted, and martyred more than any other persons in history, and his Church is both loved and hated and feared more than any other institution in history. 

			The “ism” words are only words: even though they may be true and important, they do not act. They do not have power. As St. Paul says, “For the kingdom of God is not a matter of talk but of power” (1 Cor. 4:20). The word he uses that we translate “power” is dynamis. From it we get the word dynamite. 

			We should put warning labels on Bibles, on catechisms and creeds, on pews and kneelers, and on church doors. They should say something like this: “The person who enters this door will not be the same person who exits.” If we Catholics cannot say that about our churches, what business do we think we are in, anyway?

			Second Reading

			Galatians 3:26–29	

			Brothers and sisters: Through faith you are all children of God in Christ Jesus. For all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free person, there is not male and female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s children, heirs according to the promise.

				

			Fr. James Schall, SJ, used to poll his Catholic college students at Georgetown University, asking them: “Do you classify yourself as an American who happens to be a Catholic or a Catholic who happens to be an American?” Over 80 percent would always say they are Americans who happen to be Catholics, not Catholics who happen to be Americans. This clearly shows what their real religion is and who their real God is. They have no king but Caesar.

			St. Paul tells us in the epistle for today that our identity in Christ is our essential identity, not our politics (Democrat or Republican), our race (Jew or Gentile), our job (master or servant), or our gender (male or female). No one in heaven will say, “I am an American who happens to be a Christian,” or “I am a woman who happens to be a Christian.” We must add sexual identity today: no one in heaven will say, “I am a homosexual (or a heterosexual) who happens to be a Christian.” Our identity, our meaning, our very being is in Christ, in our relation to Christ, as the whole identity of Hamlet or Macbeth is in Shakespeare. Jesus is the very Word of God, the Mind of God who designed us, through whom God created us, and for whom God created us.

			When St. Paul says that “there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free person, there is not male and female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus,” he does not mean that in heaven God removes your earthly identity. Are we all going to be castrated in heaven? No. Grace perfects nature; it does not destroy it. No one in heaven will say, “I am a Greek who happens to be a Christian,” but he will say, “I am a Christian who happens to be a Greek.” No one will say, “I am a woman who happens to be a Christian,” but “I am a Christian who happens to be a woman.” 

			What about slaves and free people? That’s different. No slaves in heaven. Slavery, unlike race and gender, is an evil human invention instead of a good divine invention, and unlike race and gender it will be abolished in heaven. But Paul’s word doulos here can mean “servant” rather than “slave,” and while there is no slavery in heaven, there is service, mutual service, which there also is on earth, especially in marriage. It would be terrible if heaven abolished two of the greatest joys on earth: the joy of lovingly serving and the joy of being lovingly served. That’s like teaching and learning. Two joys that will not be abolished in heaven are the joy of looking up with love and admiration to someone from whom we can learn something precious, and the joy of looking down with love and charity to someone to whom we can teach something precious. Equality but not sameness. Heaven will be like light, and we will be like colors. The light will not abolish or blur the different colors but perfect them and bring them out more clearly and beautifully.

			There is only one Ark of salvation, and there is only one door into the Ark—the man who said, “I am the door” (John 10:9 RSV-CE). But there is room for all the animals on the Ark and for both males and females equally. On the Ark, giraffes do not turn into mice or women into men, even though their roles and relationships may change when they enter. We are all one in Christ, not as identical pennies are all one in a pile, but as the different organs are all one in a body or as the different members of a family are all one in the family. It is the unity of love, which respects differences, not the unity of sameness, which abolishes differences. It is the devil who wants to abolish our identity and melt us all down like tin soldiers in a furnace. And here on earth we should act more like God with each other and less like the devil.

			Gospel

			Luke 9:18–24	

			Once when Jesus was praying by himself, and the disciples were with him, he asked them, “Who do the crowds say that I am?” They said in reply, “John the Baptist; others, Elijah; still others, ‘One of the ancient prophets has arisen.’” Then he said to them, “But who do you say that I am?” Peter said in reply, “The Christ of God.” He rebuked them and directed them not to tell this to anyone. 

			He said, “The Son of Man must suffer greatly and be rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed and on the third day be raised.” 

			Then he said to all, “If anyone wishes to come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will save it.”

				

			We find in today’s Gospel a puzzle: Why did Jesus forbid his disciples to tell the world that he was the Messiah? We find this in many passages. He came to be the light of the world, so why did he tell his disciples not to shed that light on the world? It seems to make no sense.

			Scripture itself tells us the answer to the puzzle several verses later in this chapter of Luke: because his disciples did not yet understand what the Messiah came to do. They thought he came to reign and rule, but he came to serve and suffer. They thought he came to live, but he came to die to himself so that we could live. And until they understood that and were ready to embrace that life of dying to self, that sharing of his cross, they were not equipped to preach his Gospel but only to preach a false gospel, the prosperity gospel, the triumphalist gospel, the gospel of success, the church of cheap grace. 

			When they learned the true Gospel, they converted the world. Three hundred years of martyrs converted the hard-nosed Roman world. And today, we have largely forgotten that Gospel here in the most comfortable and rich and technologically advanced civilization in history; we have worshiped success and comfort and security and prosperity; we have not won the world but lost the world. Throughout most of Western civilization, ten times more people are leaving the Church each year than are entering it. Only where it still costs something to be a Christian, and often costs your life—in Africa and in China and in Muslim countries—only there is the faith growing. The faith grows only where love grows, and love grows only where it gives itself away. It lives by dying to itself. Plans and advertising and efficiency and advanced technology and organization and committees and study groups and experts never, never convert the world. Never have, never will. Saints do. Nothing less ever works, nothing less ever lasts, because nothing less ever loves with all its heart and soul and mind and strength. The only counterweight to corrupt cardinals and pedophile priests and pathetic preaching and businesslike baloney is saints. Saints run to embrace Christ wherever he is, and his favorite place is on the cross. Saints get splinters. Saints bleed. Not all bleeders are saints, but all saints are bleeders. 

			Stoicism, like Christianity, embraces suffering, but Christianity is not Stoicism, the stiff upper lip, the repression of tears and sadness out of cold and rational duty. Christianity is Christ’s love. And love is the joyful paradox that when you give yourself away you find yourself, and you fulfill your deepest desire, which is not the desire for pleasure but for joy. Pleasure always eventually gets boring; joy never does. And the way to joy is love, the love that is not a feeling but a gift, the gift of yourself. And that is the definition of a saint, and no one has more joy than a saint. If you don’t believe that, just go meet some saints: Mother Teresa’s Missionaries of Charity, or some members of Carmelite contemplative orders, or a Christian married couple who fully understands what Christian marriage is, who deliberately chose to give themselves up totally to each other and to their children, body and soul, and who do it, intentionally, every day, fulfilling their vocation. Their joy is irresistible. 

			That’s the Good News, the Gospel. It’s news, especially in our sad, shallow, sinful, selfish, secular culture. News break: there is another way to live! You can be a saint! Anyone can be a saint! Everyone is called to be a saint—most of us humbly and anonymously. Are you bored, depressed, harried, hassled, bothered, and bewildered with your life of trying to succeed, or just trying to make do, or just trying to survive? There is a better way to live. Forget yourself. Don’t coddle yourself or cuddle yourself, and don’t torture yourself and hate yourself, just forget yourself and give yourself up to God, the God of love, who died for you, and trust him to direct your life, and then let him move you to do something beautiful for someone else, something concrete, like reconciling with someone you can’t stand.

			Try it. You’ll like it. After all, what else is there?

		

	
		
			Thirteenth Sunday 
in Ordinary Time 

			First Reading

			I Kings 19:16b, 19–21	

			The Lord said to Elijah: “You shall anoint Elisha, son of Shaphat of Abelmeholah, as prophet to succeed you.” 

			Elijah set out and came upon Elisha, son of Shaphat, as he was plowing with twelve yoke of oxen; he was following the twelfth. Elijah went over to him and threw his cloak over him. Elisha left the oxen, ran after Elijah, and said, “Please, let me kiss my father and mother goodbye, and I will follow you.” Elijah answered, “Go back! Have I done anything to you?” Elisha left him, and taking the yoke of oxen, slaughtered them; he used the plowing equipment for fuel to boil their flesh, and gave it to his people to eat. Then Elisha left and followed Elijah as his attendant.

				

			Three things we can learn from this story are something about sacraments, something about vocations, and something about authority. These are three things we very often misunderstand.

			Today’s story of Elijah and Elisha from the Old Testament is a good example of the sacramental view of life that characterized almost all premodern, prescientific civilizations—especially the Jews. In explaining and defending this, we are not attacking modern science. That would be as stupid as an attack on farming, art, or literacy. Science does not refute sacraments or the sacramental worldview any more than science proves them. It’s an attempt to understand the mind of those ancient peoples and cultures that God deliberately chose and used as his prophets, his media, to reveal himself to all generations. 

			Premodern people lived by sacramental symbols. They did not separate the secular and the sacred as we do, and they did not separate matter and mind as we do. They did not have our idea of mindless, lifeless, purposeless matter or our idea of a ghostlike, purely spiritual mind. Mind and body were not two things, like a ghost and a machine, somehow mysteriously combined, but two dimensions of one thing: a human being. We moderns are good at specialization, abstracting one dimension of a concrete reality from others and dealing with it alone—for instance, the emotional dimension, in psychology, or the chemical dimension, in chemistry, or the political dimension, in politics. The writers of the Bible did not have these separate sciences, but they had something we often forget: the vision of life as a single concrete whole. They saw God in everything, not just in a special department of life called religion, because God is indeed in everything. 

			Today’s Old Testament Scripture reading is a good example of that. When Elijah threw his cloak over Elisha, that act actually passed on to Elisha his prophetic vocation. It was not just a physical action, a kind of magic power, a kind of supernatural technology; nor was it just a meaning, an idea, a poetic symbol that was communicated through the physical action. It was like the sacrament of Holy Orders, where a man becomes a priest by the bishop laying his hands on him. A sacrament both symbolizes and actually effects what it symbolizes. And when Elisha, with Elijah’s permission, went back to kiss his parents goodbye, slaughtered his oxen, and destroyed his plow, that both symbolized and actually was his acceptance of this new vocation of being a prophet through the destruction of the old one, being a farmer. It was more than just a symbol; it was a sacrament, a sign or symbol that actually did something, changed something. It actually accomplished what it signified. 

			We still have sacramental signs that actually give power and authority, even in the secular world. For instance, the badge, credentials, and uniform that give a policeman his authority, or a signature on a check. The cloak of Elijah that Elijah threw over the body of Elisha was Elisha’s new identity, and the oxen and plow were his old identity, which was not only destroyed in word but also in deed, in fact.

			[image: ]

			Here is a second point in today’s story: a point about calling and vocation. 

			Every Christian has a calling, a vocation—not just clergy. We are all called to be saints, and we are also all called to a specific task or job or career or work that we discover for ourselves by practice, since we are all good at something special, and not very good at something else. Since God created and designed us, finding our vocation is not only finding that special thing about ourselves but also finding God’s design for us. 

			Jesus had something to say about vocation and calling in the Gospels, whether we are clergy or laity, man or woman, professional or amateur. We are all called to be saints, to be holy, to be like Jesus—in fact, to be members of his Mystical Body, Christ’s ears and eyes and hands and feet. 

			What Jesus said in today’s Gospel seems to be different from the story of Elijah and Elisha. To the man who asked to follow Christ but who said, “Lord, let me go first and bury my father,” Christ refused, saying, “Let the dead bury their dead.” To another who said he would follow Christ but wanted to first go back home to say goodbye, Christ said, “No one who sets a hand to the plow and looks to what was left behind is fit for the kingdom of God” (Luke 9:59–62). But Elijah gave Elisha the exact same permission Christ did not give to these two. Is there a contradiction between Jesus and Elijah? 

			No, not a contradiction but a difference. Elisha asked and received permission. If Elijah had said no, Elisha would not have disobeyed. But the two men Jesus spoke about didn’t take no for an answer. The point of both stories is that God’s calling is absolute because God is absolute. When Jesus called James and John, they immediately left their fishing boats and their fishing business and their father, who was in the boats, to follow him (Matt. 4:21–22; Mark 1:19–20; Luke 5:9–11). The point is that we have to be ready at every moment to follow him when he calls, no matter what he calls us to, whether it is a little thing or a big, life-changing thing, and whether the call is for sudden change or gradual change. 

			[image: ]

			That brings up a third point in the story, which is about authority. There is only one authority in all reality that is like that—only one absolutely absolute absolute. There is only one God. There is only one to whom we must say without any qualification at all “thy will be done” in everything and in every time, place, and circumstance. All his prophets get their authority totally from him. All human authority is divinely delegated.

			If you don’t believe that, you are really a polytheist; you have many gods. You are living in disobedience to the first and greatest commandment. And then you are not really one person but many, because you are what you love, what you give your very self to. If you give your one heart to many things, many greatest goods, many absolutes, many gods, then you are many selves. 

			Giving many different parts of your heart and life to many things and people is necessary, of course, but God did not design us to give our whole heart to more than one God, or to more than one spouse if you marry. That’s why marriage to one person is sacred and forever: God designed it as an image, in time, of our eternal marriage to him. What Christ called “the greatest and the first commandment” (Matt. 22:38) is not just to love him but to love him with your whole heart and soul and mind and strength (Mark 12:30).

			None of us do that perfectly. But if we do not sincerely intend to do that, we are not disciples of Jesus. 

			Even if we don’t love God with all our hearts, but with only part of our hearts, still we can at least want with all our hearts to love God with all our hearts. And if that’s what we want, we will get it eventually, for Jesus promises us: “Blessed are the pure in heart [or blessed are the single-hearted], for they shall see God,” and “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for [this] righteousness, for they shall be satisfied” (Matt. 5:8, 6 RSV-CE).

			Second Reading

			Galatians 5:1, 13–18

			Brothers and sisters: For freedom Christ set us free; so stand firm and do not submit again to the yoke of slavery.

			For you were called for freedom, brothers and sisters. But do not use this freedom as an opportunity for the flesh; rather, serve one another through love. For the whole law is fulfilled in one statement, namely, You shall love your neighbor as yourself. But if you go on biting and devouring one another, beware that you are not consumed by one another. 

			I say, then: live by the Spirit and you will certainly not gratify the desire of the flesh. For the flesh has desires against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; these are opposed to each other, so that you may not do what you want. But if you are guided by the Spirit, you are not under the law.

				

			Today’s second reading is disastrously misunderstood most of the time in at least four related ways, based on four of its misunderstood words: freedom, flesh, spirit, and law.

			First of all, we misunderstand freedom, or liberty. It’s not license, like a license to drive. Christ set us free from sin, not from obedience or fidelity or virtue or holiness or love. Those things do not bind us, they free us, and make us truly happy; and sin does not free us, sin binds us and makes us truly unhappy. 

			Like a drug, sin is a temporary short-range pleasure with a terrible long-range pain as its price. Sin is an addiction. We are not all alcoholics, but we are all sinaholics. We are addicted to “I want what I want when I want it,” to “My will be done” instead of “Thy will be done.” That is the worst addiction of all, addiction to your own will, to your self-will, to selfishness, because that is not an addiction to something outside us that we can escape but an addiction to something inside us that we cannot escape because it is our own willfulness, our own selfishness. 

			Christ takes the addiction inside us and (gradually) casts it outside us, and he takes his own life, which is outside us, and puts (more and more of) it inside us. But we get this true freedom, this true liberty, only if we freely choose it, when we choose it, and insofar as we choose it. We must use the lesser freedom, our own free will, to get from Christ the higher freedom, freedom from sin, or liberty. 

			Second, we usually misunderstand St. Paul’s contrast between the “flesh” and the “spirit.” It’s not our spirit but God’s Holy Spirit. The human spirit, which is the soul or life of the body, is fallen, selfish, and sinful. If we follow our own spirit, we obey our own fallen, foolish, selfish will. That is a very poor god to follow. It is God’s Holy Spirit, not man’s unholy spirit, that we are to take as our guide.

			His point in contrasting the flesh and the spirit is not that we ought to ignore visible things and embrace all spiritual things. The devil is very spiritual. He is a pure spirit. Today when people defend themselves for leaving the Church, we often hear them explain, “I’m spiritual but not religious.” That’s too bad. That’s exactly what the devil says. Being spiritual is not the same as being good or being holy. Catholic Christianity is not spiritual as distinct from material. In fact, it’s closer to the opposite because it declares that all matter is good because God created it and incarnated himself into it and used it, used the literal body and blood of Christ, to save us, and established a single visible Church to teach us and visible sacraments to save us. 

			We believe in the visible Church because we believe in Christ who established it, and we believe in Christ because he is the Son of God become man, and we believe in God not because he is a spirit but because he is good. The devil is more purely spiritual than God is, because the devil did not create matter or incarnate himself in it. 

			Third, we misunderstand the “flesh.” It does not mean the body. It means our whole fallen human nature. When St. Paul speaks of the flesh and the spirit as warring and hating and lusting against each other, that’s not the body versus the soul—what a terrible psychology that would be!—that’s the war between our old nature, both body and soul, and our new nature, both body and soul; between what we inherit from Adam, and what we inherit from Christ. 

			There are four separate words in Greek for “flesh,” “spirit,” “body,” and “soul.” “Flesh” and “spirit” are sarx and pneuma. “Body” and “soul” are soma and psyche. Thus, psychologists speak of the body-soul unity as the “psycho-somatic unity.” But there is no unity, but only warfare, between the flesh and the spirit, between our selfish human nature that says “my will be done” and the Spirit of God in us that says to God “thy will be done.” 

			Body and soul fell together, into both sin and death; and body and soul are redeemed together, into both salvation and resurrection. That’s so because body and soul are not two things, like a ghost and a machine, but two dimensions of the one thing that is the human person. You are not a soul that happens to have a body (that’s spiritualism) or a body that might or might not have a soul (that’s materialism), you are a body-soul unity, a single “I.” You’re not a haunted house with a ghost in it.

			Fourth, we often misunderstand the meaning and purpose of the Law and of our freedom from the Law. The Law is neither our healing physician nor our death sentence but our X-ray. It is truth, moral truth, the truth about good and evil, the definition of good and evil. The moral law defines us as having a moral infection and sends us to the doctor for a cure. Moses is the X-ray technician, and his X-ray machine is God’s Law—the Ten Commandments. Jesus is the doctor, and salvation is his cure, and the Church and her sacraments are his healing instruments. We are free from the law, not in the sense that we are free from its truth and justice, but in the sense that we are free from our eternal death sentence that the Law and its justice demands. We are free from that because of what Christ did for us. He freed us from the curse of the law, not from the truth of the law.

			Yes, this is all quite deep and difficult, and easy to get wrong. That’s why God gave us a visible Church and gave her authority to teach in his name. In other words, we need the Church because we’re not God. We don’t need a Church that pats us on the head and praises us for understanding popular platitudes. We need her to lovingly correct us when we misunderstand the complexities and mysteries of our lives. And we don’t need a Church that moves with the spirit of the times, we need a Church that moves with the Spirit of God. As Chesterton said, he who marries the spirit of the times will very soon be a widower. 

			Gospel

			Luke 9:51–62	

			When the days for Jesus’ being taken up were fulfilled, he resolutely determined to journey to Jerusalem, and he sent messengers ahead of him. On the way they entered a Samaritan village to prepare for his reception there, but they would not welcome him because the destination of his journey was Jerusalem. When the disciples James and John saw this they asked, “Lord, do you want us to call down fire from heaven to consume them?” Jesus turned and rebuked them, and they journeyed to another village. 

			As they were proceeding on their journey someone said to him, “I will follow you wherever you go.” Jesus answered him, “Foxes have dens and birds of the sky have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to rest his head.” 

			And to another he said, “Follow me.” But he replied, “Lord, let me go first and bury my father.” But he answered him, “Let the dead bury their dead. But you, go and proclaim the kingdom of God.” And another said, “I will follow you, Lord, but first let me say farewell to my family at home.” To him Jesus said, “No one who sets a hand to the plow and looks to what was left behind is fit for the kingdom of God.”

				

			Today’s Gospel makes three points. 

			The first one is pretty obvious: Jesus’ purpose is not to destroy his enemies who reject him—this includes the Samaritans, who hated the Jews and would not let Jesus pass through because he was a Jew on his way to Jerusalem. What Jesus thought of the Samaritans is clear from the story of Jesus and the Samaritan woman at the well, and from his parable of the Good Samaritan. 

			The third one, the last one, is also clear, especially in relation to today’s Old Testament reading. When God calls us, we must follow unconditionally and not turn back or delay unless he permits it, as he did when he spoke through Elijah to Elisha but not in the case of Jesus and the two men who spoke to him in today’s Gospel passage. 

			It’s the second point that may not be clear. When one man wanted to follow Jesus wherever he went, Jesus replied, “Foxes have dens and birds of the sky have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to rest his head.” What is the point of that reply?

			The point is not that Jesus is complaining of the lack of hotel accommodations. He was used to that ever since his birth in Bethlehem, where there was no room in the inn for him and his parents. He is not complaining about the lack of hospitality of the Samaritans. His point is that if we want to follow him, we too have to be prepared for suffering and rejection, for losing our natural place of rest, our comfort zone. If our Lord didn’t get the nice-guy treatment, why should we think we’re going to get it, unless we compromise and don’t give the world the whole Jesus but just the parts they already know, have, and like.

			God always has a good reason for asking of us every single thing he asks of us. And there is no reason for us to think that we will always recognize what that good reason is. Why should we think we will? Do we think we are as wise as God is? If our God never asked us to do or endure things that we did not understand, it would not be the true God at all because that mind would be equal to our own mind. 

			So what is the practical bottom line? It’s very simple, perhaps too simple for us. We need to do two and only two things: trust and obey. Do the opposite of what Adam and Eve did. St. Catherine put the same point in language that was even shorter. God preached to her the shortest sermon of all time. It was the whole of divine revelation in four words: “I’m God, you’re not.” 

		

	
		
			Fourteenth Sunday 
in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Isaiah 66:10–14c	

			Thus says the Lord: 

			Rejoice with Jerusalem and be glad because of her, 

			all you who love her; 

			exult, exult with her, 

			all you who were mourning over her! 

			Oh, that you may suck fully 

			of the milk of her comfort, 

			that you may nurse with delight 

			at her abundant breasts! 

			For thus says the Lord: 

			Lo, I will spread prosperity over Jerusalem like a river, 

			and the wealth of the nations like an overflowing torrent. 

			As nurslings, you shall be carried in her arms, 

			and fondled in her lap; 

			as a mother comforts her child, 

			so will I comfort you; 

			in Jerusalem you shall find your comfort.  

			When you see this, your heart shall rejoice 

			and your bodies flourish like the grass; 

			the Lord’s power shall be known to his servants.

				

			This prophecy of the New Jerusalem is from the very last chapter of Isaiah, Israel’s most eloquent prophet. He pictures Jerusalem as our mother and us as her babies who are carried in her arms, fondled in her lap, and fed at her breasts. God is our heavenly Father, and Jerusalem is his bride and our mother. But what is Jerusalem?

			The Jerusalem of Isaiah’s day was the holy city. Liturgical worship and sacrifices were made there, not at local synagogues. At its center was Solomon’s glorious temple, which had replaced the big worship tent in the wilderness. The temple was a fuller version of the tent: it was the place God met man and man met God. The Church of Christ, the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church, was a third Jerusalem, which replaced Solomon’s temple, and it was an even bigger, newer, more surprising, and more glorious version of the temple, and of Jerusalem, and of Israel, God’s chosen people. Finally, the “new Jerusalem” that St. John saw coming down from heaven in the very last chapter in the Bible and that Isaiah prophesies in this passage is the fourth and final Jerusalem, and it is the fulfillment, perfection, and transformation of the Church we now know. Each new version was far more amazing, wonderful, and glorious than the previous one. So the New Jerusalem that St. John saw coming down from heaven at the end of the world will be as much more glorious than the visible Catholic Church on earth today as this Church is more glorious than Solomon’s temple and as that temple was more glorious than the tent in the wilderness.  

			The next world, what St. John called a “new heaven and a new earth” (Rev. 21:1), will be as much greater than this one as this world is greater than your mother’s womb. And we are as incapable of imagining her glories and joys as we were incapable of imagining the glories and joys of this world when we were still in our mother’s womb. 

			There has never been a really moving and believable novel or movie about heaven. We know what will not be there: sin and death and hell and pain and fears and tears. But we do not know all the things that will be there, and we don’t need to know because we need to know only one thing: God will be there, and God is the infinite source of every good, every truth, and every beauty, of everything you ever loved truly. In him is whatever your deepest and most secret heart has ever longed for, and infinitely more. Our best definition of heaven is that whatever we think heaven is, it’s always more than that. St. Paul says, “‘What eye has not seen, and ear has not heard, / and what has not entered the human heart, / what God has prepared for those who love him,’ / this God has revealed to us through the Spirit” (1 Cor. 2:9–10).

			Second Reading

			Galatians 6:14–18	

			Brothers and sisters: May I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world. For neither does circumcision mean anything, nor does uncircumcision, but only a new creation. Peace and mercy be to all who follow this rule and to the Israel of God. 

			From now on, let no one make troubles for me; for I bear the marks of Jesus on my body. 

			The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit, brothers and sisters. Amen.

				

			This epistle is most profitably read in context of Isaiah’s prophecy in our Old Testament reading for today. 

			Why does St. Paul say that “neither does circumcision mean anything, nor does uncircumcision”? Because what matters is that one is “a new creation,” or “born again,” or regenerated, or sanctified, or made to share in the very life of God by faith and Baptism and thus inherit the heaven that Isaiah sees as the “new Jerusalem.” 

			That’s why St. Paul says, “The world has been crucified to me, and I to the world.” Elsewhere he makes the same point by using a shocking word for all the positive things he got from this world: he was “a Pharisee of the Pharisees, as to the law blameless”; the pupil of Gamaliel, the greatest rabbi of the century; and a Roman citizen, which in his day was a rare and precious thing that was like a skeleton key to all the doors of privilege and power. But all these great things, compared with Jesus Christ, are nothing but skubala. That’s the Greek word for “dung.” That’s how the old, literal King James Bible translates it. Yep. It’s the s-word. Compared with Jesus Christ, compared with God incarnate, the very best things in this world are skubala. Modern Bibles politely translate it as “refuse,” “garbage,” “trash,” or “rubbish.” (The latter is the polite British translation.)

			Jesus himself made the same point to Martha when she was worrying about a hundred things in serving supper while her sister Mary was just sitting at Jesus’ feet and listening, lovingly, to his words. Jesus said, “Martha, Martha, you are anxious and worried about many things. There is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part and it will not be taken from her” (Luke 10:41–42).

			If that’s not so—if Jesus is not God, or only a god, like all other gods, a partial good, one of many good things—then in that case Martha is right: we need to worry about many things. But if the one God is the source and purpose, the beginning and end of all things that are in any way good or true or beautiful, then it must be true that, as Augustine said, if we have God we have everything, even if we have nothing else. But if we have everything else but do not have God, we have not some things but nothing at all. And the one who has God plus everything else has no more than the one who has God alone. If that is not true, then God is not God and we need to be polytheists.  

			God is not a rival to anything else any more than Shakespeare is a rival to any of the characters in his plays. God is the author and designer of everything else, and he is also the end and fulfillment that everything else points to and is an image of and is a road to. 

			Of course, we need to live in a world of many things and deal with them all responsibly, but all for God’s sake, all for his love, all out of obedience to his will, and all out of hope that all these things are appetizers of heaven’s banquet. If the beautiful things of this world are like colors, God is not the brightest color; rather, God is light, the light that brings out each color. If the true things of this world are like ideas, God is not the greatest idea but the Mind that thinks all the ideas. If the good things of this world are like children, God is not the first of them but the Father of all of them. To see him is not just to see the most beautiful thing but to see all beauty; to know him is not just to know the ultimate truth but to know all truth; to love him is to love not just him but all that is lovable, especially all his children who are there with him sitting in his lap. 

			It’s very simple. We need to pray and mean the morning offering every day: “O my God, I offer you all my prayers, works, joys, and sufferings of this day.” We will forget God many times during every day, but God will never forget us. He will never forget our morning offering of everything to him, and he will not forget the sincerity with which we mean it, believe it, and will it. He will take us at our word. And thus everything will count for our account with God because God will count it. Every work will be a prayer, and every suffering will be a joy in the end because it was offered to God and God will transform it. That’s a solemn promise.

			That is the simple secret of the Christian life. As St. Teresa said, “All things are passing away. . . . God alone suffices.” As Jesus said, “There is need of only one thing.” As St. Paul said, what matters is that one is “a new creation” by the Holy Spirit.  

			Gospel

			Luke 10:1–12, 17–20	

			At that time the Lord appointed seventy-two others whom he sent ahead of him in pairs to every town and place he intended to visit. He said to them, “The harvest is abundant but the laborers are few; so ask the master of the harvest to send out laborers for his harvest. Go on your way; behold, I am sending you like lambs among wolves. Carry no money bag, no sack, no sandals; and greet no one along the way. Into whatever house you enter, first say, ‘Peace to this household.’ If a peaceful person lives there, your peace will rest on him; but if not, it will return to you. Stay in the same house and eat and drink what is offered to you, for the laborer deserves his payment. Do not move about from one house to another. Whatever town you enter and they welcome you, eat what is set before you, cure the sick in it and say to them, ‘The kingdom of God is at hand for you.’ Whatever town you enter and they do not receive you, go out into the streets and say, ‘The dust of your town that clings to our feet, even that we shake off against you.’ Yet know this: the kingdom of God is at hand. I tell you, it will be more tolerable for Sodom on that day than for that town.” 

			The seventy-two returned rejoicing, and said, “Lord, even the demons are subject to us because of your name.” Jesus said, “I have observed Satan fall like lightning from the sky. Behold, I have given you the power to ‘tread upon serpents’ and scorpions and upon the full force of the enemy and nothing will harm you. Nevertheless, do not rejoice because the spirits are subject to you, but rejoice because your names are written in heaven.”

				

			The seventy-two disciples Jesus sent out in today’s Gospel were more than just missionaries; they were also exorcists. He gave them power over demons, devils, evil spirits, fallen angels. Are you a little embarrassed at passages like this? If you don’t believe there really are such things, you must think you are smarter than Jesus, because Jesus told us that they were real. In fact, Jesus told us that he had actually met Satan and defeated him. And he says in today’s Gospel that he was there when Satan fell from heaven, and saw him fall, suddenly, like lightning. Was Jesus lying? Was he hallucinating? Are you more of an expert on heaven, hell, and demons than Jesus is? 

			C.S. Lewis, in his classic book The Screwtape Letters, says that Satan is equally pleased by two errors: obsessive interest in him and the denial of his existence. Life is spiritual warfare, and the two easiest ways to lose a battle are to vastly overestimate or vastly underestimate your enemy. Today the second error is a thousand times more common than the first one.

			Why do so many people doubt the existence of demons? Because now we know science? What science can tell you whether evil spirits exist or not? Is there a chemical test for them, as there is for a virus? Do they show up on a spectroscope, like light from a distant star? What scientific discovery has disproved the existence of evil spirits? For that matter, what discovery ever made by any scientist and any science at any time has ever disproved a single doctrine of Christianity? None. Not one. The so-called “war between science and religion” is a fake war, a lie, a myth. There is not a single casualty of that so-called war. 

			Since today’s Gospel speaks of the devil and exorcism, it is an opportunity to talk about this subject, which you will probably hear very rarely or never in a homily.

			There are three ways the devil can get at us: possession, oppression, and temptation. 

			Possession is very rare and freezes the will so that the human person is no longer responsible for the words he says or the acts that the devil is making him do. No baptized and believing Christian can be possessed by the devil against his will. He has to be invited in by something occult and forbidden like a Ouija board or a séance. These are mortal sins and very strictly forbidden. They are more dangerous than nuclear bombs because they can destroy souls, not just bodies. If you know anyone who has a Ouija board, persuade them to destroy it. It has been the occasion of more than one real demonic possession. One of them was the factual basis for the movie The Exorcist. 

			Demonic possession requires exorcism. Every Catholic diocese has a trained exorcist. But the Church will not use this power until it examines the case carefully and first tries natural psychiatry. More often than not, it is a case of hysteria and hallucination instead.

			Oppression is a middle area, where the evil spirit does not have control of the will but of the imagination and feelings. There is a very large grey and uncertain area between natural psychological depression and oppression by an evil spirit. Once again, natural remedies should be tried first and not bypassed. The Church is very suspicious of excuses like “the devil made me do it.” That’s what Eve said after she ate the forbidden fruit, and God did not accept that excuse.

			Temptation is much more common; in fact, every Christian, like Christ himself, is tempted by the devil and his evil spirit accomplices. Whenever we are aware of being tempted, we should immediately pray and turn our thoughts over to God. Temptation almost always begins with thought. St. Paul tells us to “take every thought captive in obedience to Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5). The thought that refutes temptations is the thought that we know by faith to be true—namely, that God alone is our good and our joy and that obedience to his will is always rewarded and disobedience punished. It is much, much easier to deal with temptations when they are in their small beginnings than later. Don’t give the devil a second of your time. As soon as you know you are being tempted, without a second of hesitation, make a simple act of yes to God and no to the devil with your will, no matter what your imagination and feelings say. Just as alcoholics should never have a drop of alcohol anywhere in their homes, sinaholics should avoid even the occasion of sin—and we are all sinaholics. The devil is a very clever advertiser. We need sales resistance. Jesus tells us not only to be “innocent as doves” but also as “wise as serpents” (Matt. 10:16 RSV-CE). 

			When the seventy-two missionaries returned to Jesus, they were thrilled that they had the power even to perform exorcisms, that “even the demons are subject to us because of your name.” It is indeed a “big deal” for a mere mortal to have power over an immortal demon. It’s like David defeating Goliath. But this was accomplished only “in Jesus’ name,” because Jesus gave them that power. Obviously, exorcism is very rare in our time and place and extremely unsafe for anyone but a trained exorcist to attempt.

			And then Jesus tells his missionaries that something much bigger than that triumph over demons is happening. It is happening in the battlefield of their souls. He says, “Rejoice because your names are written in heaven.” That is our supreme triumph and the supreme defeat of the devil.

		

	
		
			Fifteenth Sunday 
in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Deuteronomy 30:10–14	

			Moses said to the people: “If only you would heed the voice of the Lord, your God, and keep his commandments and statutes that are written in this book of the law, when you return to the Lord, your God, with all your heart and all your soul. 

			“For this command that I enjoin on you today is not too mysterious and remote for you. It is not up in the sky, that you should say, ‘Who will go up in the sky to get it for us and tell us of it, that we may carry it out?’ Nor is it across the sea, that you should say, ‘Who will cross the sea to get it for us and tell us of it, that we may carry it out?’ No, it is something very near to you, already in your mouths and in your hearts; you have only to carry it out.”

				

			This reading shows that Moses is a truly great psychologist.

			“Who knows what God really wants from me? How can I be certain what to do? It’s complex, it’s not clear, it’s all relative, who really knows for certain, after all?” How often have we heard that—not only from others but from our own rationalizing minds? It’s a lie, and Moses ruthlessly exposes that lie that we often tell ourselves, the lie that God is far away and heaven is far away and God’s mind is hard to fathom, and religion is a blind leap of faith in the dark and not at all certain, like science or common sense or our ordinary daily sense experience. 

			It’s a lie. We know very clearly and certainly what God wants from us because he speaks to us not from the sky or from across the sea but from our own conscience.

			The Ten Commandments are clear. It’s our own wills that are not clear. They are divided. One part wants to play God and say, “My will be done.” The other part wants to obey God and say, “Thy will be done.” So what do we do? To justify our weak and divided wills, we pretend that it’s God’s will that’s unclear. We “nuance” the Commandments; we pretend they are unclear and difficult to understand because we find them difficult for our rebellious wills to obey. We say they are far away from our understanding, so that we would have to go far away from what we are now to understand them, like going across the sea or up in the sky. God undercuts that rationalization by giving us conscience. Deep down, if we are honest, we all know very well what we should do and what we should not do 99 percent of the time. God gave us not just one but two very clear authorities, one of them outside us (the Ten Commandments) and the other inside us (our conscience). 

			Of course, we have to be honest with our conscience. We can easily ignore it, silence it, cloud it, or make compromises with it. We have to be uncompromisingly honest and always ask, What is the truth? What is the true good? That’s the first duty our conscience tells us we have: to honestly seek the truth, will the truth, and want to know the truth about what we should and should not do. And then to obey it. 

			The knowing part is easy; the obeying part is hard. So we rationalize: we pretend that the knowing part is hard, and that makes disobeying easy. 

			We all know—even the most skeptical and unbelieving moral relativist clearly knows—that we must obey our conscience. You will never meet anyone who says it’s okay to deliberately disobey your own conscience. We all know it; we just don’t do it.

			God will not let us escape him. We can escape God’s prophets outside us, like Moses, but we cannot escape God’s prophet inside us—our own conscience. 

			Moral evil does not come simply from ignorance. If we have ignorance of morality in our mind it is only because we deliberately ignore with our free will. Ignor-ance comes from ignor-ing. Deep down, we know, but we don’t want to admit that we know. Our selfish will shuts down our truth-speaking mind, our conscience. We hide, we run away, we procrastinate, we rationalize, we pretend, we give excuses, and we scurry away from the light like bugs. 

			On the Day of Judgment no one will be able to hide. No one will be able to plead the excuse that they simply did not know what was good and what was evil, what was God’s will and what was not. As Moses says, the knowledge of God’s will “is something very near to you, already in your mouths and in your hearts; you have only to carry it out.” 

			So let’s get on with it. Let’s say yes to God. Let’s say “may it be done to me according to your word” (Luke 1:38). Look what happened when Mary did that. 

			So let’s ask her for help. Right now. Let’s pray “Hail Mary” and let’s really mean it.

			Second Reading

			Colossians 1:15–20	

			Christ Jesus is the image of the invisible God, 

			the firstborn of all creation. 

			For in him were created all things in heaven and on earth, 

			the visible and the invisible, 

			whether thrones or dominions or principalities or powers; 

			all things were created through him and for him. 

			He is before all things, 

			and in him all things hold together. 

			He is the head of the body, the church. 

			He is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, 

			that in all things he himself might be preeminent. 

			For in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell, 

			and through him to reconcile all things for him, 

			making peace by the blood of his cross through him, 

			whether those on earth or those in heaven.

				

			Today’s epistle is one of the greatest passages in the Bible. It is the Bible’s most definitive answer to the question: Who is Jesus? To answer that question, St. Paul tells us ten things. 

			First, he is “the image of the invisible God”; he is God made visible, God made man. St. John says, at the beginning of his Gospel, that “no one has ever seen God. The only Son, God, who is at the Father’s side, has revealed him” (John 1:18). If you want to see God, look at Jesus. There is nothing more in God the Father than there is in God the Son. And there is nothing less in God the Son than there is in God the Father. When Philip said to Jesus, “Show us the Father, and that will be enough for us,” Jesus replied, “Have I been with you for so long a time and you still do not know me, Philip? Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:8–9). The title “Son of God” does not make Jesus less than the Father but equal to the Father in nature, in essence, in divinity, in perfection. Jesus is eternally begotten, not created in time. The Incarnation subtracted nothing from his divinity; it only added his humanity.

			That affirmation, that “Jesus is Lord” (Rom. 10:9; 1 Cor. 12:3), is the earliest and shortest Christian creed. It is the hard, bright line that distinguishes all Christians from all non-Christians. To believe that is to be a Christian; not to believe that is not to be a Christian. That is what radically, simply, and totally distinguishes our religion from all others and Jesus from all other religious founders.  

			St. Paul’s second answer is that Jesus is “the firstborn of all creation.” “The firstborn of all creation” does not mean that Jesus was born in time before Adam was, but that out of all the creatures in time and history, he is the only one who is also the first born or begotten of God the Father in eternity before all time. It was the eternal Son of God who entered into time, into Mary’s womb, at the Incarnation. 

			There are two ways to state this. From the divine point of view, the Creator, without ceasing to be the eternal, transcendent Creator, also became a creature; God became man. From the human point of view, the way to say that same truth is that of all creatures in time, Jesus is the only one who is also the eternal Creator. It’s like an author putting himself into the story he creates as one of his characters. Actually, two famous movie makers did that: both Alfred Hitchcock and M. Night Shyamalan put themselves into their own movies as one of their characters, though only a minor character. So if even we can do something like that, God certainly can too. 

			St. Paul’s third answer is that “in him were created all things in heaven and on earth.” How did God create everything, including the angels in heaven and all the matter in the universe? By speaking his Word. Genesis reads: “And God said . . .” and it came to be. Jesus, the Son of God, is the Word of God, the Mind of God, the Wisdom of God, not just as an idea or an abstraction but as a concrete eternal divine person. In him and through him everything was created, both the invisible world of angels and the visible world of matter. 

			St. Paul’s fourth answer is that everything was also created for him. He is the end as well as the beginning, the goal or good or purpose or point or fulfillment or perfection of creation as well as the agent and cause and initiator and beginning of it. In the book of Revelation, he says, “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end” (Rev. 22:13). (Alpha and Omega are the first and last letters of the alphabet in Greek.) As the Omega, Christ is the answer to the question: What is everything for? What is the meaning of life? What is the greatest good? What is it that everything and everyone seeks and needs and wants and loves and unconsciously aims at all the time? 

			There must be some answer to that question because of the meaning of the word “universe.” “Uni” means one. If this is a single universe, it must have a single end and purpose as well as a single cause and origin. There can no more be two final ends of everything than there can be two creators of everything. Jesus is both. 

			St. Paul’s fifth answer is that “in him all things hold together.” He is not only the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end, the Creator and the goal, but he is also that which gives everything being at every moment in the present. If he stopped saying “Be” to the universe for one instant, it would cease to exist. Right now, he is holding it in existence and everything in it, including you. He did not fall asleep after he created it. He “rested” on the seventh day, but his rest is active, not inactive. For God, rest and work do not exclude each other. When the Jews accused Jesus of working miracles on the Sabbath, when we are commanded to cease from work, he replied, “My Father is at work until now, so I am at work” (John 5:17). 

			St. Paul’s sixth answer is that “he is the head of the body, the church.” He is the head of the Church, the brain of the Church, the mind of the Church, the soul of the Church. Christ and the Church are not two things but one thing, as your soul and your body, or your mind and your body, or your head and your body, or your brain and your body, are one thing, not two things. 

			The Church is first of all his people, his brothers and sisters. That’s why he said, “Whatever you did for one of these least brothers of mine, you did for me” (Matt. 25:40). If you slap my body, you slap me; if you kiss my body, you kiss me. If we love and serve Christ’s Body, his family, we love and serve Christ. He is here. He is not absent but present, and he is not just future but present, and he is not just a fact but a present, a gift, God’s gift to us. He is “present” in all three senses. “In him we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28). We may think that the human disguises he wears are pretty ugly, but he is there behind these appearances, hiding, as he is also in the Eucharist. He is not disembodied.

			St. Paul’s seventh answer is that he is the “firstborn from the dead”—that is, the first to resurrect from the dead. We will follow all three stages of his life on earth—life, death, and resurrection—because we are his Body. Your body lives whenever and wherever you live. And when you die, your body dies. It doesn’t stay alive longer than you do. And when you resurrect, your body resurrects. It doesn’t stay dead. And since we are Christ’s Body, we share all three stages with him: life, death, and resurrection. 

			One of Paul’s previous points was that Christ is the firstborn of all creatures that have bodies with natural life because he is begotten eternally; and now Paul adds that Christ is also the first to be resurrected from death into the new, supernatural life; so that he is first in everything.

			St. Paul’s eighth answer is that “in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell.” There is no perfection, nothing true or good or beautiful, that is not in him. If you have him, you have everything. That’s all there is; there ain’t no more. There can’t be anything more than infinity. So don’t go looking for alternatives to Christ because they are all fake; they are all less than him, never more.

			St. Paul’s ninth answer is that in him and by him God reconciles everything, everything on earth and in heaven. In our fallen human lives, everything is at war with everything. One chunk of matter is at war with another, and nothing can be in two places at the same time. If we give the biggest piece of pie away, we have the smallest one left, and if we keep the biggest one, we can only give away the smallest one. And people act like that, like matter: man versus woman and child versus parent and brother versus sister and citizen versus ruler and Democrat versus Republican. And even two good things are at war: our heads versus our hearts and sometimes even our soul versus our body, when our body is like a stubborn donkey or a tired sloth and just won’t obey our soul. And then of course there are literal wars, which are the normal state of affairs throughout our history ever since that incident in the Garden of Eden when we listened to the serpent. Christ will end all that. He will make universal peace. He will reconcile all things. He will bring unity without destroying beautiful diversity. We can’t do that, but he can and he will. In fact, he is beginning to do that right now, through us. He says, “Blessed are the peacemakers, / for they will be called children of God” (Matt. 5:9). 

			That sounds all very nice, but how? How can God make universal peace out of this mess that is the world? And here we get St. Paul’s answer, which is not what we expected: “By the blood of his cross.” He makes peace by enduring war, by being war’s victim, by dying, by entering fully into our most terrible war: our war with death.

			This is very strange. In the book of Revelation, at the end of time, there is this image of a great battle between two beasts, two animals. The Greek words for them are therion and arnion. Therion means “monster” or “beast” or “great dragon.” The Greeks had a lot of words for mythical beasts, and this was the most terrifying one of all. The other word, arnion, means “lamb,” but not just “lamb” but “wee little lamb, innocent little lambkin.” They had a lot of words for “lamb,” too, because lamb was their primary meat. So there’s this last battle between the dragon and the lamb, and what’s at stake is the whole world and all of mankind and all of human history. How will it all end? Will death and destruction win? It looks like it. Dragons eat lambs. But no, the dragon doesn’t stand a chance. The lamb whups him. How? He has a secret weapon: blood. His blood. God’s blood. The blood of the Lamb. And the blood of the martyrs. The blood of self-sacrificial love. It is literally the greatest power in the world. It defeats the dragon, the devil. Suffering love defeats hate and war and suffering and sin and death and hell. The great gates of hell themselves cannot prevail against the Church of this Christ, who offers up his blood, his life, for the life of the world. 

			Tolkien told the same story, symbolically, in The Lord of the Rings. Sauron, the Dark Lord, the Enemy, is like Satan, and nothing in Middle-earth can prevail against the gates of his hell, the tremendously powerful forces of his kingdom of death, Mordor, except the self-sacrificial mission of the little alliance of friends called the “fellowship” (the word means essentially the same thing as “church”), and it all depends on poor little Frodo the hobbit, who sacrifices everything to destroy Sauron’s Ring of Power by carrying it right into the heart of his horrible kingdom to destroy it at the Crack of Doom. And when Frodo can’t carry the burden of Sauron’s evil ring anymore, his humble servant Sam carries Frodo, just as Simon of Cyrene carried Christ’s cross. And it worked. The hobbit defeated the demon. The lamb defeated the dragon. The crucified carpenter defeated the Lord of Death with the secret weapon of his blood. The Prince of Peace destroyed war by winning the last battle. It’s over. It happened. The enemy is defeated. The rest of history is just the mop-up operation. 

			It’s fantastic, but it’s not a fantasy. It’s incredible, but it’s true.

			Gospel

			Luke 10:25–37	

			There was a scholar of the law who stood up to test Jesus and said, “Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus said to him, “What is written in the law? How do you read it?” He said in reply, “You shall love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, with all your being, with all your strength, and with all your mind, and your neighbor as yourself.” He replied to him, “You have answered correctly; do this and you will live.” 

			But because he wished to justify himself, he said to Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” Jesus replied, “A man fell victim to robbers as he went down from Jerusalem to Jericho. They stripped and beat him and went off leaving him half-dead. A priest happened to be going down that road, but when he saw him, he passed by on the opposite side. Likewise a Levite came to the place, and when he saw him, he passed by on the opposite side. But a Samaritan traveler who came upon him was moved with compassion at the sight. He approached the victim, poured oil and wine over his wounds and bandaged them. Then he lifted him up on his own animal, took him to an inn, and cared for him. The next day he took out two silver coins and gave them to the innkeeper with the instruction, ‘Take care of him. If you spend more than what I have given you, I shall repay you on my way back.’ Which of these three, in your opinion, was neighbor to the robbers’ victim?” He answered, “The one who treated him with mercy.” Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.”

				

			The first thing to notice about this familiar story of the Good Samaritan is the question that provokes it as Jesus’ answer. An expert in religious law asked Jesus the most important of all questions: “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” The Jewish answer was clear: obey God’s will as expressed in God’s law. But God’s laws were many. There were civil laws that governed public life in Israel. There were liturgical laws that governed religious worship and sacrifices. There were many moral laws about how to deal with other people. And there were the Ten Commandments, written by the finger of God himself on two stone tablets on Mount Sinai and given to Moses. Finally, there were the two great laws that summarized the Ten Commandments: love God with all your heart and your neighbor as yourself. Jesus had just said that to obey those two commandments was to obey all of the law. And the lawyer agrees with Jesus. So it looks as if he is totally right, and wise, and on the way to heaven. But then the lawyer, being a lawyer, demands a definition of “neighbor,” the key term in the contract. Luke adds that he asked Jesus this question “to justify himself.” That probably doesn’t mean he was a proud, self-righteous Pharisee but that he wanted to be sure he was on the right path, so he asked Jesus about the meaning of the questionable term. 

			The assumption or implication here is that not everyone is our neighbor. Most Jews thought the Samaritans, who hated the Jews, did not worship at Jerusalem, and rejected some of the truths God had revealed to the Jews, could not be their neighbors and of course neither could pagan polytheists and idolaters. 

			And that makes sense. “Neighbor” is a concrete, specific word. And that means that it must have concrete, specific limits. These people are our neighbors, and those people are not. “Neighbor” is not an abstract word, like “humanity,” but a concrete, specific word. The Bible never tells us to love an abstraction like “humanity.” So if we are to love concrete individuals rather than abstract “humanity,” there have to be limits. What are those limits? is the lawyer’s question. In other words, the question “Who is my neighbor” really means “Who isn’t my neighbor?” 

			Jesus puts his answer in the form of a story, a parable. The answer, of course, is nobody isn’t your neighbor: not Jews, not Samaritans, not Democrats, not Republicans, not blacks, not whites, not South Koreans, not North Koreans, not Red Sox fans, not even Yankee fans. Your neighbor is everyone—not “everyone” in general but each one in particular, one by one: every person God brings into your life in any way, even heretics like the Samaritans.

			Jesus’ answer reverses the relationship between him and the lawyer. The questioner and the questionee exchange places. Instead of giving the lawyer the answer he demanded, Jesus’ answer demands from the lawyer his answer to the question: Are you a good neighbor? Jesus’ parable demands that the lawyer be a neighbor. He must answer the question now, instead of asking it, and he must answer it by his deeds, not just his thoughts and his words: “Which of these three, in your opinion, was neighbor to the robbers’ victim?” Jesus’ answer does not tell us who to pin the label of “neighbor” on but tells us to pin it on ourselves by our actions. Jesus was asked to satisfy the lawyer’s curiosity, to fill the lawyer’s passive, receptive mind; and instead, he challenges the lawyer’s will and life and moral action. He takes the noun “neighbor” and turns it into a verb. We are not just to know neighbors; we are to become neighbors. We are to create neighbor-hood. 

			Knowing is important, of course, but mainly because it shapes acting. We do not inherit eternal life in heaven by passing an exam in theology, important as theology is. We get there by loving God and whatever neighbor God puts into our life. 

			There are two lanes on the road to heaven, not just one; there are two great commandments, not just one. The first one has to come first because God will always send you to your neighbor, but your neighbor won’t always send you to God. But Jesus says that the second commandment, to be a good neighbor, is “like” the other, the first one, and is equally necessary, for “whoever does not love a brother whom he has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen” (1 John 4:20).

			If you were to ask Jesus how God wants you to live, he might reply, “Have you ever met a saint? Do you at least know some of the lives of the saints?” And if you say yes, he would reply, “Then you know the answer.” The lawyer’s question “But who is my neighbor?” had a false assumption: that he didn’t already know the answer to it. What is missing is not knowing the truth but doing the truth. 

			That is exactly what Moses says in today’s reading from Deuteronomy. The knowledge of God’s will, the knowledge of good and evil, “is something very near to you, already in your mouths and in your hearts; you have only to carry it out.” We know the two great commandments; now is the time to start obeying them, no matter what we feel and no matter what the obstacles and the difficulties and the excuses. When you start making excuses, that proves that the time has come to do the thing you are making excuses for not doing.

		

	
		
			Sixteenth Sunday 
in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Genesis 18:1–10a	

			The Lord appeared to Abraham by the terebinth of Mamre, as he sat in the entrance of his tent, while the day was growing hot. Looking up, Abraham saw three men standing nearby. When he saw them, he ran from the entrance of the tent to greet them; and bowing to the ground, he said: “Sir, if I may ask you this favor, please do not go on past your servant. Let some water be brought, that you may bathe your feet, and then rest yourselves under the tree. Now that you have come this close to your servant, let me bring you a little food, that you may refresh yourselves; and afterward you may go on your way.” The men replied, “Very well, do as you have said.” 

			Abraham hastened into the tent and told Sarah, “Quick, three measures of fine flour! Knead it and make rolls.” He ran to the herd, picked out a tender, choice steer, and gave it to a servant, who quickly prepared it. Then Abraham got some curds and milk, as well as the steer that had been prepared, and set these before the three men; and he waited on them under the tree while they ate. 

			They asked Abraham, “Where is your wife Sarah?” He replied, “There in the tent.” One of them said, “I will surely return to you about this time next year, and Sarah will then have a son.”

				

			Only God knows the future, and only God can guarantee what will happen in it. And only God can perform genuine miracles. Therefore, it could only have been God that guaranteed to Abraham that Sarah, who was long past childbearing age, would have their miracle child, Isaac. 

			Who, then, were these three men who met Abraham and gave him this promise? 

			They appear as men, but clearly they are either angels (messengers of God) or God himself. The text does say there are three of them, and Abraham also addresses them as “yourselves” in the plural. 

			Yet Abraham also addresses them in the singular: not “sirs” but “sir.” And the first word in the text is singular: “The Lord appeared to Abraham by the terebinth of Mamre.” 

			Abraham is a monotheist. He is the patriarch of all three monotheistic faiths—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—all of which insist that there is only one God, not many. So the one who spoke to Abraham was not a god but the God, the one and only God, the God referred to in the single most fundamental prayer of all Jews: “Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our God, the Lord alone” (Deut. 6:4). And the God of the most fundamental tenet of Islam, “There is no god but God.” 

			The doctrine of the Trinity explains this data; nothing else does. There is only one God, in three divine persons. God is one in essence, in nature, in being, in substance, but three in persons: the Father, the source of all being; his eternal Word, his Son, begotten eternally; and their eternal Spirit of love, eternally proceeding from them both together.

			The doctrine of the Trinity is the only explanation that justifies all the data that God has revealed to us in his Word: that there is only one God; that his only begotten eternal Son, who entered time as Jesus the Christ, is God, and not a mere temporal, created being; that the Holy Spirit who is sent by the Father and by the Son is also God; that these are three distinct persons, so that the Son can pray to the Father and conform his will to the Father’s will, and so that the Father sends his Son into the world, not vice versa, and they send their Spirit, not vice versa: they are distinct persons, yet one God.

			When they appeared to Abraham, they appeared as men, but God is not a man. When God appears to someone’s human senses, he is not what he appears to be. God appeared to Moses from a burning bush, but God is not a bush or a fire. 

			Whatever God does, and whatever he reveals, and whatever he is, is unpredictable, surprising, and mysterious to us. Don’t expect to understand everything in the Bible! If that was not so—if God did exactly what we expected him to do, if there was no mystery in the Bible, and if we understood it all—that would not be a good reason to believe in that God; it would be a good reason to disbelieve in that God. If even the physical universe is always surprising us and turning out to be much more mysterious than we thought, how could God be less mysterious and surprising? How could the Creator be less mysterious than his creation? 

			We misread the Bible if we read it as a puzzle for us to solve or a code for us to decode. It is like life itself—not a puzzle to be solved but a mystery to be wondered at and loved and lived. 

			At the beginning of Shakespeare’s play Hamlet, when Horatio saw Hamlet’s father’s ghost and was so surprised that he just didn’t know what to think, Hamlet said to him, “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.” How could that not be true? How could there be less in the real world of both heaven and earth than in our philosophies? If what Hamlet said is true even of creatures like ghosts, how much more must it be true of their Creator? Our dogs understand much more about us than we understand about God. God is much further above us than we are above our pets. We are like God’s dogs; if we don’t even fully understand this doghouse he made for us—the universe—how could we expect to understand its Maker?

			The two bad kinds of Christians that turn people away from Christianity the most are probably hypocrites and know-it-alls. That’s why honesty and humility are the two most necessary virtues, especially when reading the Bible. Let’s remember to let God tell us who he is without trying to correct him or trying to fit him into our little boxes. God made us in his image, not vice versa. He’s the painter, not the painting; we’re his painting, not his painter. 

			Second Reading

			Colossians 1:24–28	

			Brothers and sisters: Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I am filling up what is lacking in the afflictions of Christ on behalf of his body, which is the church, of which I am a minister in accordance with God’s stewardship given to me to bring to completion for you the word of God, the mystery hidden from ages and from generations past. But now it has been manifested to his holy ones, to whom God chose to make known the riches of the glory of this mystery among the Gentiles; it is Christ in you, the hope for glory. It is he whom we proclaim, admonishing everyone and teaching everyone with all wisdom, that we may present everyone perfect in Christ.

				

			This is one of the most difficult and mysterious passages in the whole Bible. So put on your thinking caps and let’s see if we can explain some of it. (We shouldn’t expect to understand all of it, but we should expect to understand some of it.) 

			The theme of the “mystery” of God, which begins in the story of Abraham meeting the three in today’s Old Testament reading, continues in today’s second reading as the “mystery” of Christ, the God who became man and lives in Christians, what St. Paul calls the mystery of “Christ in you, the hope for glory.” Who is it that lives in your soul? The one who lived in Mary’s womb; the one who is bigger than the whole universe. That is absolutely amazing.

			But how can he fit into us? That would be like the ocean fitting into a thimble. Because he is not “in” us physically but spiritually, as our thought is “in” all the many ideas we think about, or as our love is “in” all the many things we love. If we have to use our imagination and material images, it’s better to say we are in him. Similarly, your soul is not so much in your body as your body is in your soul. The relation between soul and body is like the relation between a play and its setting. Physically, a play is contained “in” its setting, but spiritually, the setting is contained “in” the play, as one of its dimensions or aspects. So we do not contain God, God contains us—not materially but in his thought and his love.

			However we use the word “in,” whether we say we are in Christ or Christ is in us, the amazing thing is that the one who is in us, or in whom we are, the one in whom “we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28), is God. 

			“Jesus Christ is Lord”; he is God. That formula is the fundamental Christian creed because that truth is the fundamental Christian dogma. Creeds define dogmas. But what is a dogma?

			The word means literally “that which is given,” or “data.” Dogmas are not human opinions; they are truths given to us by God, revealed by God. 

			Dogmas are often contrasted to mysteries, but the two terms are identical; they are synonyms in Catholic theology. The Greek word that is translated into Latin as “dogma” is the word mysterion, from which we get our English word “mystery.” 

			Mysteries are not puzzles to which dogmas are solutions. The mysteries of the faith are not like mystery stories, not puzzles to be solved. Rather, mysteries are realities that we can only partially understand: things like beauty, and music, and love, and the universe itself. They are things to accept in awe and wonder, gratitude and thanksgiving, praise and exultation, admiration and love. Dogmas are not narrow, neat, little, closed-minded subjective opinions—exactly the opposite. They are broad, mysterious, enormous, open, amazing objective truths. 

			The dogma or mystery that St. Paul proclaims here is what he calls “the mystery hidden from ages and from generations past. But now it has been manifested to his holy ones.” He then tells us where this mystery is to be found: “This mystery . . . is Christ in you.”  

			That changes everything, especially the meaning of suffering. In the first sentence of today’s epistle, Paul says: “I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I am filling up what is lacking in the afflictions of Christ on behalf of his body, which is the church.” This makes sense only in the context of what we said about us being “in” Christ and Christ “in” us. If we are “in” Christ, then our sufferings are “in” his sufferings. We don’t just imitate him and his sufferings, but we continue and complete his sufferings, since we are his Body. That’s why St. Paul also sees our glory as his and his as ours: “This mystery . . . is Christ in you, the hope for glory.” 

			If we fully understood all the meaning of the word “in” we would understand everything that’s truly important everywhere. God the Father is “in” Christ and Christ is “in” his Father. Christ is “in” us and we are “in” Christ. Christ is “in” the Church and the Church is “in” Christ. He suffers “in” us and we suffer “in” him. God’s love is “in” the world and the world is “in” God’s love. The body is “in” the soul and the soul is “in” the body. Love is “in” us and we are “in” love. My thoughts are “in” my mind and my mind is “in” my thoughts. Parents are “in” their children and children are “in” their parents. Individuals are “in” a community and a community is “in” its individuals. These are all different kinds of “in,” but the one thing they all have in common is that they are reciprocal; they are double; they are mutual. And they are all mysteries. They are mutual mysteries. 

			The next time you are tempted to sin, remember that “in”: remember who you are in and who is in you. Remember that you are his invisible Body, his Church, made visible. You are what the world sees of Jesus. You are a “member” or organ in his Body, which is an organism, not an organization. When you sin, you make an organ in Christ’s Body to sin. St. Paul calls you “holy,” but “holy” does not mean “sinless”; it means “set apart.” You are not your own. You are his. He bought you, with the price of his own blood (1 Cor. 6:20). He is your new identity. Christ is not only your Lord and your Savior and your ideal but also your identity.

			Now there’s a mystery for you! That this silly, shallow, stupid, selfish, sinful mess of a man or a woman is all that the eyes of the world can see of Jesus! That the way you love them is what they will see as the way Jesus loves them! 

			Why did he do that? Why did he entrust his Church to the likes of us? Why didn’t he hang around for two thousand years more? I don’t know. But I know that that’s what he did and that he doesn’t make mistakes. So we’d better get on with it. We’ve got a lot of work to do.  

			Gospel

			Luke 10:38–42	

			Jesus entered a village where a woman whose name was Martha welcomed him. She had a sister named Mary who sat beside the Lord at his feet listening to him speak. Martha, burdened with much serving, came to him and said, “Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me by myself to do the serving? Tell her to help me.” The Lord said to her in reply, “Martha, Martha, you are anxious and worried about many things. There is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part and it will not be taken from her.”

				

			We Americans hate this passage. We are activists, and pragmatists, and workaholics, and worriers, just like Martha. We naturally sympathize with Martha, not Mary. What could be more important than doing work for Jesus? 

			Mary knows the answer: Jesus himself.

			Jesus says to us, as he said to Martha, “Martha, Martha”—he says her name twice like a teacher who is disappointed with his student’s failure to understand something so simple—“what’s wrong with you? Poor Martha.”

			What is wrong with her? She is confusing the means with the end. The work is the means, but Christ is the end. The work is for him, not for itself. He is the one thing needful, the one thing necessary, the one thing that is required. He’s God. Our work is not. It’s for him, not he for it. Martha is dissipating herself and her love and her heart among many little things, splitting herself into all the many little things she identifies with. Her soul is like the little bouncing balls of mercury that fall out of an old-fashioned fever thermometer when it breaks. She has lost her interior unity. She is serving many gods; she is acting like a polytheist. But she can be free of that if only she realizes the simple truth that there is literally only one thing that is absolutely necessary, only one thing, and that is Christ himself. And Mary knows that. 

			“Mary has chosen the better part and it will not be taken from her,” Christ says. We can be deprived of success in all those many good things that Martha is doing, but we cannot be deprived of success in the one good thing that Mary is doing. She is giving her whole heart and mind to Christ, and that is guaranteed success and reward, while nothing else is; none of the things Martha is doing are guaranteed success. The meat may be cold, and the wine may spill on the floor and be lost, but Mary’s love and attention are guaranteed success and reward in the very act of doing them. Loving the good things in this world can fail because they can fail, but loving the Lord Jesus Christ can never fail because he can never fail. Never. 

			This is amazingly freeing. Only one thing is needed! Only one thing! Everything else is an extra. We do not need to worry about it. We can play with it. With everything—even with life itself. That’s why the martyrs can make jokes as they die. 

			And that doesn’t make our worldly activity less powerful and effective but more effective. Once we lose our addiction to anything, we are free to deal with it as we choose and to appreciate it. It is an extra, a bounty. What is true of things like wine and jokes and sexual pleasure is true of everything in this world. Even money. 

			That doesn’t mean we should all go into monasteries. One of the theologians of the Middle Ages put the lesson of the Mary and Martha story this way: we must do the works of Martha but in the spirit of Mary.

		

	
		
			Seventeenth Sunday 
in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Genesis 18:20–32	

			In those days, the Lord said: “The outcry against Sodom and Gomorrah is so great, and their sin so grave, that I must go down and see whether or not their actions fully correspond to the cry against them that comes to me. I mean to find out.” 

			While Abraham’s visitors walked on farther toward Sodom, the Lord remained standing before Abraham. Then Abraham drew nearer and said: “Will you sweep away the innocent with the guilty? Suppose there were fifty innocent people in the city; would you wipe out the place, rather than spare it for the sake of the fifty innocent people within it? Far be it from you to do such a thing, to make the innocent die with the guilty so that the innocent and the guilty would be treated alike! Should not the judge of all the world act with justice?” The Lord replied, “If I find fifty innocent people in the city of Sodom, I will spare the whole place for their sake.” Abraham spoke up again: “See how I am presuming to speak to my Lord, though I am but dust and ashes! What if there are five less than fifty innocent people? Will you destroy the whole city because of those five?” He answered, “I will not destroy it, if I find forty-five there.” But Abraham persisted, saying, “What if only forty are found there?” He replied, “I will forbear doing it for the sake of the forty.” Then Abraham said, “Let not my Lord grow impatient if I go on. What if only thirty are found there?” He replied, “I will forbear doing it if I can find but thirty there.” Still Abraham went on, “Since I have thus dared to speak to my Lord, what if there are no more than twenty?” The Lord answered, “I will not destroy it, for the sake of the twenty.” But he still persisted: “Please, let not my Lord grow angry if I speak up this last time. What if there are at least ten there?” He replied, “For the sake of those ten, I will not destroy it.”

				

			The cynical point of this story, of course, is that there were not even ten righteous people in Sodom.

			There is a Jewish legend that at any time there must be at least ten righteous men in the world so that for their sake God does not destroy the world. If the number goes down to nine, the whole world will receive its just punishment. The practical point of the story is that since no one knows who these ten are, you might be one of them; it might be up to you to save the world.

			Another cynical take on the story is: “If God spares San Francisco, he will owe an apology to Sodom.”

			I don’t mean that to be snarky and sneering but serious. We need to take a serious look at sodomy, the sin of Sodom. We all know what sodomy is. Every single faithful and believing Jew and Christian for at least two thousand years has believed what the Bible says about the sin of Sodom. For the first time in two thousand years, the culture that used to be called Christendom and is now called Western civilization very suddenly and massively has changed that. Pretty much the entire culture of Western civilization outside the Church, and even many inside the Church, now repudiate what the Church has always taught as infallible moral truth: that God did not intend us to use his invention of sex, his gift of sex, in that way. In fact, most of our civilization now finds that traditional view, the one held by all the saints, not only false but absolutely unthinkable, intolerable, bigoted, and hateful. What I have just said is not a controversial ideological opinion; it is a historical, statistical fact. And seldom do we dare to face that fact in a culture where the very pronunciation of the word is seen as an unpardonable sin.

			There are only four possible beliefs about the act of sodomy. The first is what the Church has always taught—that we should love the sinner and hate the sin: we should love all sinners, whether homosexual or heterosexual, but hate all sins, both homosexual and heterosexual. The second is the so-called “progressive” view—that we should do the opposite: love sexual sins and hate some sinners, some people—not sexual sinners but those out-of-date dinosaurs who still believe there are such things as sexual sins. The third is that we should not hate either sinners or sins but be totally nonjudgmental, not only toward people but also toward actions, at least if they have anything to do with sex—which is like a doctor saying that he should not criticize either his patients or their diseases, at least if they are sexual diseases. The fourth, which is almost never heard anymore, is that we should hate both sins and sinners and never love or forgive either one. 

			Most non-Catholics believe that the Catholic Church teaches the fourth idea rather than the first one: that we should hate homosexual acts and those who engage in them. That belief is a simple, total, and absolute lie. The Church teaches us that we must love everyone, which means we should want the best for everyone and that we should will the good, the true good, of everyone without exception, and that we should love and welcome and be merciful to all sinners, beginning with ourselves. She also teaches us something about what our true good and true happiness is, because God has clearly told us that for almost four thousand years: throughout biblical history; through his revelation to the Jews, his chosen people; through Christ the Messiah who fulfills the whole Jewish revelation; and through the Church that Christ left to us as his own authoritative voice in the world. That is the “big picture” behind the controversy about sodomy. 

			We need to expand our focus to understand the controversy. It’s not just about sodomy or even just about sex and the sexual revolution, which is the most massive and radical and life-changing revolution in the last two thousand years. It’s about something even more important than that. It’s about the authority of God and therefore the authority of God’s Christ and therefore the authority of Christ’s Church that he authorized to teach in his name. 

			Christ also said, “Whatever you did for one of these least brothers of mine, you did for me” (Matt. 25:40). He did not qualify that by saying it applies only to heterosexuals. 

			Many people in the Church today love one of those two teachings and hate the other one. But the two stand on the same authority. The same authority that tells us to hate the sin tells us to love the sinner; the same authority that tells us to love the sinner tells us to hate the sin. Christ said two things to the woman caught in adultery: “Neither do I condemn you” and “Do not sin any more” (John 8:11). The two are a seamless garment. God’s law is not a cafeteria menu. Our choice is not between one part and another but between belief or unbelief, obedience or disobedience. We are not God’s editors and correctors; we are his mail carriers. 

			To put the point in political terms, we may not put the point in political terms. God is neither an elephant nor a donkey, neither a Republican nor a Democrat, neither a conservative nor a liberal. God is God. 

			Most people also forget the bigger picture, even in the story in today’s reading. The point of the story is not to tell us that God does not will sodomy. That is assumed, that is taken for granted, that is not something God wants to surprise us with. The point is not God’s judgment but God’s mercy. If only ten people were righteous, he would spare the whole city! 

			The point is also the power of intercessory prayer. If Abraham had only persisted and gotten the number down to six instead of ten, he would have saved a whole city; for Lot, his wife, his two daughters, and their husbands were the six righteous persons in Sodom. Never underestimate either of those two things: the power of prayer or the mercy of God. 

			We need to add a technical point about sexual morality, but an important one: having homosexual rather than heterosexual desires and feelings is not a sin, because sins are not feelings; sins are choices, sins are freely willed. That is equally true of sexual sins and other sins, and it is equally true for homosexuals and heterosexuals. Persons with homosexual desires did not choose to have those desires, so those desires are not sins. Acting on them is sin. Heterosexuals also have desires for sexual sins—heterosexual sins; and those desires too are not sins, but the choice to act on them is sin.

			One more point: homosexuals should not feel threatened by the fact that the Church labels homosexual desires “disordered.” We are all born with disordered desires, and we all have to tame and order them. Heterosexual males are born with promiscuous heterosexual desires, and if these were always treated as sacred and acted out, no family on earth would be stable and faithful, and almost every man on earth over his fertile lifetime would have populated a small city. 

			Second Reading

			Colossians 2:12–14	

			Brothers and sisters: You were buried with him in baptism, in which you were also raised with him through faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead. And even when you were dead in transgressions and the uncircumcision of your flesh, he brought you to life along with him, having forgiven us all our transgressions; obliterating the bond against us, with its legal claims, which was opposed to us, he also removed it from our midst, nailing it to the cross.

				

			Baptism was originally done by total immersion, which allows the full symbolism to come out most clearly: it is like a death by drowning, a radical change, the death of the old, sinful self and the resurrection of the new, God-created supernatural life in the soul. For practical reasons, the Church authorizes pouring water over the head as well as immersion, just as, for practical reasons, she also allows us to receive Holy Communion under only one species, the Host, even though receiving the Host and chalice separately is a clearer and completer symbolism of Christ’s death, where his blood was separated from his body.

			St. Paul tells us that before Baptism we were dead in sin. Sin is to the soul what sickness is to the body. Mortal sin is to the soul what death is to the body. We were not born into this world in a state of innocence and union with God; we were born without God’s supernatural life in our souls. That is what “original sin” means: not the first act of sin but the state of sin, or separation—a kind of spiritual divorce. We are either alive to sin and dead to God or alive to God and dead to sin. We either have God’s life in our souls or we don’t. It’s like being pregnant: you can be two months pregnant or two days pregnant but you can’t be semipregnant. Baptism is like being pregnant with God’s life. In this life it’s like a tiny baby, or a seed, but it’s alive and it grows, like every form of life, and it makes a difference, it produces fruit. And Baptism is its beginning. 

			Baptism saves us from original sin. It’s the means God invented to communicate to us the salvation he won on Calvary when he offered his own body as our substitute, in our place. He exchanged places with us: he received the penalty for us that he didn’t deserve and we received his eternal life that we didn’t deserve. It’s like the prison chaplain going to the electric chair in place of the convicted murderer. 

			But it’s not just an external, legal arrangement; it’s a real change. What happens in our souls when we are baptized is a real regeneration, a death of the old and a birth of the new. That’s why the thing that causes that real change also has to be real and not just mental and legal. Mere ideas can’t change real things; only real things can change other real things. God couldn’t just say, “You’re okay now just because I say you are.” God is not a liar. He isn’t even a lawyer. Christ really had to die to give us his life. What Baptism gives us (and the other sacraments too, in different ways) came with a price tag, and Christ paid it because we couldn’t. 

			Most Protestants believe that the two sacraments they believe in, Baptism and Holy Communion, are only symbols that express our inner, subjective faith. Catholics believe that they work objectively, not just subjectively. God really does things to us in them. We receive his grace; we don’t generate it. He’s the generator, Christ is the wire, the Holy Spirit is the electricity, and we’re the appliance he turns on. 

			Protestants often accuse Catholics of believing in magic when they believe that the sacraments work from outside in rather than from inside out—objectively, not just subjectively. They argue that this would be like spiritual technology, like opening a door with a magic formula. But Baptism isn’t magic; it’s much more than magic. It’s new life; it’s spiritual pregnancy; it’s the very supernatural life of God, eternal life, entering the soul. 

			But although it’s more than something mental, more than something symbolic, and more than something legal, it’s also mental and symbolic and legal. It’s mental because it involves belief and faith, and it’s symbolic because the physical water is a natural symbol of life, and it’s legal because it gives us the right to enter heaven. But it’s more: it’s a real death and resurrection. Death and resurrection aren’t merely mental or symbolic or legal! They really happen. 

			If Baptism is that radical a change, from death to life, why don’t we see the difference? For the same reason we don’t see the difference right away when a woman gets pregnant or when we plant a seed. That new self, God’s own life in us, is only a seed, or an embryo, and it has to grow a lot. And our old self, the sinful self, the self divorced from God, the self that we died to in Baptism, is still hanging around and giving us all kinds of trouble, even though it’s dead. It’s like a rotting corpse. The ancient Romans invented a cruel and grisly punishment for murderers: the victim’s corpse was chained to the murderer’s back and he had to walk around carrying a rotting corpse with him. That’s us! Our old self is dead, but it still gives us a lot of trouble. But it’s not us. It’s not our real identity. It’s our old, dead one. St. Paul writes to Christians who have been baptized, “You have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God” (Col. 3:3). It’s not just a new lifestyle but a new life—but it’s a hidden life.

			Gospel

			Luke 11:1–13	

			Jesus was praying in a certain place, and when he had finished, one of his disciples said to him, “Lord, teach us to pray just as John taught his disciples.” He said to them, “When you pray, say: 

			Father, hallowed be your name, 

			your kingdom come. 

			Give us each day our daily bread 

			and forgive us our sins 

			for we ourselves forgive everyone in debt to us, 

			and do not subject us to the final test.” 

			And he said to them, “Suppose one of you has a friend to whom he goes at midnight and says, ‘Friend, lend me three loaves of bread, for a friend of mine has arrived at my house from a journey and I have nothing to offer him,’ and he says in reply from within, ‘Do not bother me; the door has already been locked and my children and I are already in bed. I cannot get up to give you anything.’ I tell you, if he does not get up to give the visitor the loaves because of their friendship, he will get up to give him whatever he needs because of his persistence. 

			“And I tell you, ask and you will receive; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks, receives; and the one who seeks, finds; and to the one who knocks, the door will be opened. What father among you would hand his son a snake when he asks for a fish? Or hand him a scorpion when he asks for an egg? If you then, who are wicked, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him?”

				

			This saying of Jesus about prayer is an amazing piece of good news, a life-changing encouragement. God always gives us more than we ask for, not less. How dare we think that God is Ebenezer Scrooge? He is much more generous to us his children than we are to our children. How could it possibly be otherwise?

			Why then do we not always get what we pray for? For two reasons. First, we do not expect much. We don’t really believe the simple, clear words Jesus says: Ask, seek, knock, keep at it, don’t give up, be a pest, pester God with your prayers, and expect an answer! Second, God loves us and knows what we need better than we do. That’s the only possible reason why we don’t get exactly what we ask for: not because God does not hear us or does not love us or does not have the power to give us what we ask for, but because he knows much better than we do what we really need and what will be the very best thing for us in the end. 

			And of course, that includes sufferings. God’s all-wise and all-loving and all-powerful providence provides always what is best for us. Not all things are good, since God allows many bad things to happen, but “all things”—even bad things—“work for good for those who love God” (Rom. 8:28). We are promised that—we are solemnly assured of that—by the only three totally truth-telling, totally trustable authorities in the world: the Bible, the Church, and Christ. 

			What do we need, then? Jesus answers that question in giving us the Lord’s Prayer. Luke gives us a shorter version of it than Matthew does, just as Luke gives us a shorter version of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount than Matthew does. The essence of the Lord’s Prayer (in both versions) is that we should pray for two things: first for God’s name to be hallowed, loved, and praised, and second for our daily bread—that is, for whatever God knows we need for today. We ourselves can fulfill the first petition—“hallowed be your name”—by actually hallowing and loving and praising God in our prayers. And God will always fulfill our second petition—“give us each day our daily bread,” our needs, beginning with the forgiveness of our sins. 

			All that we should pray for comes down to the one prayer Christ himself gave us; and that prayer itself comes down to just those two things. It’s difficult not because it’s too complex but because it’s too simple. We ourselves make it complicated. It’s hard for us to be simple. But we have to be, because we are what we love and desire, and if what we love is not ultimately one thing, then we ourselves are not ultimately one person but many. If we worship many gods, we become many, like the poor demon-possessed man Jesus met. When Jesus asked him his name, the man could not say “I am,” but only “Legion is my name. There are many of us” (Mark 5:9). 

			Don’t be many. Don’t be a polytheist. Be a faithful lover. Give God your whole heart and your whole life, including your time, your money, and your sex life. Keep nothing back. Don’t negotiate—surrender! It’s much harder to hold some things back and keep negotiating, and much easier to simply surrender everything to God. It’s much harder to love God with half your heart than to love him with your whole heart. It’s like bigamy. You can’t give your whole heart to more than one other. The first and greatest commandment is to love the Lord your God with your whole heart and your whole soul and your whole strength and your whole mind (Mark 12:29–31). The Lord’s Prayer is a way to do that. 

			Oh, of course we keep reneging on that surrender. In that sense it’s not easy to give God your whole heart, because our hearts are divided. But every time we fall into sin because our heart is divided, we can keep coming back to that resolution to love him with our whole heart. Every time we fall off the horse, we can get back on the horse again, because the horse won’t go away. 

			Jesus told Martha, who was worried about many things, that “there is need of only one thing” (Luke 10:42). What’s that? Jesus himself. St. Paul writes that in Christ is hidden all the treasures we need (Col. 2:3), and that “God will supply whatever you need, in accord with his glorious riches in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 4:19). Do you believe that? If so, pray like that and live like that. If you don’t believe that, just answer me this one question: Why do you think you are wiser than Jesus Christ?

		

	
		
			Eighteenth Sunday 
in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Ecclesiastes 1:2, 2:21–23	

			Vanity of vanities, says Qoheleth, 

			vanity of vanities! All things are vanity! 

			Here is one who has labored with wisdom and knowledge and skill, and yet to another who has not labored over it, he must leave property. This also is vanity and a great misfortune. For what profit comes to man from all the toil and anxiety of heart with which he has labored under the sun? All his days sorrow and grief are his occupation; even at night his mind is not at rest. This also is vanity.

				

			The point of the book of Ecclesiastes is to underscore the need for one of the three greatest things in the world: hope. The book is astonishingly modern. Many modern novels and plays show us a world without hope, without ultimate purpose or point or ultimate meaning. So does this book. We appreciate anything best by contrast: pleasure by pain, riches by poverty, life by death, day by night. So, we appreciate hope best when we read a book that shows us a world without it. 

			We all have little hopes for things in this life but that is not enough because death conquers them all. You see the importance of hope best at funerals. That’s when hope is tested. St. Paul tells us not to grieve as those “who have no hope” (1 Thess. 4:13). Even faith and love are not enough without hope. St. Paul says, “If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are the most pitiable people of all” (1 Cor. 15:19). 

			To all appearances, to the eye without faith, all of human life is vanity—in vain, meaningless, pointless, hopeless. That’s the point of “the preacher” whose Hebrew name is Qoheleth and whose Latin name is Ecclesiastes. What a sermon! “Vanity of vanities! All things are vanity!” Why is this “downer” in the Bible?

			For twelve chapters, the preacher argues his pessimistic point. The passage we read for today is only one of many arguments for it—that all our work dies with us, that “you can’t take it with you,” that whatever profit you make on earth does not follow you after death. He has even stronger arguments: the problem of evil and injustice, for instance, which infects every life and every age. All the preacher’s points are taken from simple observation of the world, observation of life “under the sun.” And despite progress in cleverness and information and science and technology and economics, “nothing is new under the sun” morally (Eccles. 1:9). Science makes us smart and powerful but not happy or good. People are just as unhappy and wicked as they were in simpler and poorer ages, perhaps even more so. The data that the preacher assembles to make his case is massive, the argument is inescapable, and the conclusion is deeply depressing: the settled happiness and goodness we all desire is simply not attainable in this life. To quote the profound title of an entertaining but less than profound James Bond movie, “The world is not enough.” We love the things in this world—it is a lovely world, indeed—but deep down we all have “a lover’s quarrel with the world.”

			The point is true, even though it does not sound “religious” to those who think religion must be comforting and upbeat. True religion is indeed good news in the end, but it begins with bad news. And without the bad news, we are not in the market for the good news. If we don’t think we are sick, we won’t call the doctor. If we’re satisfied with ourselves and our world as it is, we won’t change it for the better. If we deny that life confined to this world is “vanity” or in vain, if we deny that it fails to satisfy our deepest desires, if we deny Ecclesiastes’ pessimistic point, then that shows only that our desires are inexcusably shallow. 

			Take human love, the greatest thing in the world. Do any of us ever really get the total love and total understanding and total intimacy and total trust that we seek, whether in friendship or romance or marriage or any other love? No. In the words of Mick Jagger: “You can’t always get what you want” and “I can’t get no satisfaction.”

			But what about God? Ecclesiastes is not an atheist. He speaks of God, but he tells us only what our observation of this world tells us: that God is a great mystery, that no one knows what he is up to or what will happen to us after death or even if there really is a life after death. We don’t see it, and we don’t see him. Without divine revelation, without the divine initiative, without God coming down from his heaven into our earth, how can we know and how can we possibly climb the mountain to get there? We can’t. That’s the true pessimism that this book teaches us, and it’s a crucially necessary lesson. Religion is not a happy face; it’s realism, it’s the truth, the whole truth, including the bad news. Only then do we appreciate the good news.

			The point of Ecclesiastes’ “vanity of vanities! All things are vanity!” is Augustine’s great sentence, “Thou hast made us for Thyself, and therefore our hearts are restless until they rest in Thee.” Jesus said, “Seek and you will find” (Matt. 7:7). If you do not seek God, if you do not seek more than this world, if you seek only the hope and happiness of this world and the profits and achievements of this world, how can God give you more if you don’t want it, if you don’t feel the need for it, if you don’t ask for it and gratefully and freely accept it when he offers it to you? 

			How does God offer it to you? He offers it to you in Jesus Christ. What did Jesus leave the world that it didn’t have before? The world that the preacher describes—that is, the world full of evil and injustice and suffering and death and ignorance and failures, the world that in the end is just “vanity”—is the same today as it was before Jesus came. What did Jesus give us that we didn’t have before?

			The answer is very, very simple. He gave us God. He put God, and union with God, into our hands. And when he did, what did our hands do with God? We killed him. We crucified him. And what did he do about that? He used that sin to save us from sin, and he used that death to save us from final death. Jesus’ Resurrection is the guarantee of our hope and our resurrection. That’s the incredible Good News of Easter, the Gospel; but we appreciate it only if we are honest enough to accept the bad news first: that without that, without God-for-us, without God coming to us, life is indeed vanity of vanities. Ecclesiastes is the truth and nothing but the truth—but it is not the whole truth, thank God.

			Second Reading

			Colossians 3:1–5, 9–11	

			Brothers and sisters: If you were raised with Christ, seek what is above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Think of what is above, not of what is on earth. For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ your life appears, then you too will appear with him in glory. 

			Put to death, then, the parts of you that are earthly: immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and the greed that is idolatry. Stop lying to one another, since you have taken off the old self with its practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed, for knowledge, in the image of its creator. Here there is not Greek and Jew, circumcision and uncircumcision, barbarian, Scythian, slave, free; but Christ is all and in all.

				

			All three Scripture readings for today are about detachment from the things of this passing world. It’s an old-fashioned word, but it’s essential, and it’s truly tragic that we don’t hear that word anymore because it’s liberating, it’s freeing, and it’s the key to lightheartedness and joy. 

			Think of a three-year-old who has dropped her ice cream cone in the gutter. Her whole world and happiness is gone. She is in despair. Her parents may even laugh at how seriously she takes this tragedy, because they know there is much, much more to life than ice cream. But at the time she does not know that. So she wails, in hopeless defeat.

			That’s us. We worry about the temporary little toys of this world while infinite and eternal joy is ours in Christ. St. Teresa, who had a life full of sufferings that most of us can’t even imagine, said that the most terrible and tragic life on earth, looked back on from the standpoint of heaven, will appear no more serious than one night in a bad hotel. 

			St. Augustine said that we are what we love. We are what we find our identity in, what we identify with; and what we find our identity in is what we love. That’s why when someone we love dies, we feel that we have lost a part of ourselves. We have! If our whole identity is in this world, then our whole identity is doomed to death. But if, as St. Paul boldly says, we have already died to this world and our life is now hidden in Christ, if our love and our hope and thus our identity are most fundamentally in him, then our life is not “vanity of vanities” or hopeless, but the promise of eternal, unimaginable, immortal joy.

			The world God created—the universe, the planet earth, nature—is simply good. The world we create, the world of civilization and culture and politics and society and art and technology, is partly good and partly not good. And investing our whole identity in that is definitely not good, not wise. And idolizing that, making that our God, makes us like the three-year-old with the ice cream cone.

			Notice how accurate St. Paul’s language is: he does not condemn the earth but the idolization of it. For instance, he speaks of “that lust which is idolatry.” Lust seeks a temporary thrill or feeling of purely selfish happiness as the single most important thing in the world at that moment, so important that we will say no to God and God’s will and God’s law for the sake of it. That is idolatry, that is treating something else as God, as the most important thing in the world right now. That is a lie. Only God is God. That’s why the next thing St. Paul says is “Stop lying.” In other words, be as honest and realistic as Ecclesiastes: see things as they are, see the ice cream cone as only a little vanity of vanities compared with God. C.S. Lewis uses the similar image of a little kid refusing to stop playing with mud pies even when his rich uncle offers him a vacation at the sea.

			Compared with the riches and joys that God offers us in Christ—both now and much more after death—even the most important perks in the world are nothing. That’s why St. Paul says that in Christ there is no important difference even between Jews, God’s chosen people, and pagan Greeks, or between slaves and freemen. To be a Jew and to be free are truly great things, but they are nothing compared to being in Christ. Christ is not just one thing among many: he is everything, because he is the Creator and designer and giver of everything. He is God. The difference between Jew and Gentile or between free and slave is like the difference between two and two thousand, but the difference between being in Christ and not being in Christ is like the difference between zero and infinity.

			Gospel 

			Luke 12:13–21	

			Someone in the crowd said to Jesus, “Teacher, tell my brother to share the inheritance with me.” He replied to him, “Friend, who appointed me as your judge and arbitrator?” Then he said to the crowd, “Take care to guard against all greed, for though one may be rich, one’s life does not consist of possessions.” 

			Then he told them a parable. “There was a rich man whose land produced a bountiful harvest. He asked himself, ‘What shall I do, for I do not have space to store my harvest?’ And he said, ‘This is what I shall do: I shall tear down my barns and build larger ones. There I shall store all my grain and other goods and I shall say to myself, “Now as for you, you have so many good things stored up for many years, rest, eat, drink, be merry!”’ But God said to him, ‘You fool, this night your life will be demanded of you; and the things you have prepared, to whom will they belong?’ Thus will it be for all who store up treasure for themselves but are not rich in what matters to God.”

				

			Jesus refuses to adjudicate the dispute between two brothers about inherited money not because he has no authority to do so but because he questions the motive of the brothers who are quarrelling. Whenever Jesus is asked a question, he always turns the situation around so that it is he who asks the deeper question and the questioner who is challenged and questioned. This is one example of that. He uses the occasion to challenge the motive of greed for money and the things money can buy.

			How shallow we are! If you see a really big smile on the face of your friend today, what’s the first thing you think of? “Hey, what happened to you? You look like you just won the lottery!” Is that your hope and your happiness? Ask your own heart. Are you a stupid, shallow, short-range investor? Like the rich man who built bigger grain bins? (Luke 12:16–21). 

			Jesus is no starry-eyed idealist or dreamer. He is the most practical man who ever lived. I challenge you to find a single sentence ever uttered by anyone that is more practical than this one: “What profit is there for one to gain the whole world and forfeit his life?” (Mark 8:36). That is the single most important thing anyone ever said about economics, the science of profit and loss.

			Even Gotama the Buddha, who did not believe in God or the immortal soul, was a good enough psychologist to notice that greed, or “grasping,” is the cause of suffering. It’s inevitable and inescapable. As Augustine said, you are what you love, and if what you love is stuff, profit, the things of this world, then you are guaranteed only one thing: that you will lose them. You will die with them. And if your hope and joy are bound to them, you will lose all your hope and joy. You will go where they will go. 

			Free yourself! Loosen the cords that bind your heart to the nice little toys of this world and invest your heart in God and the things of God. Be practical, be realistic! God is infinitely bigger and better than the whole world! And if honest introspection reveals to you that your heart is divided and given to the things of this world more than to God, then train your heart to be wise by making spiritual investments first, for as Jesus says, “Where your treasure is, there also will your heart be” (Matt. 6:21).  

			Your actions can train your heart, and your body can train your soul, as well as vice versa. You can train your heart to be saintly by doing saintly things, and you can train your heart to love your neighbor by acting as if you loved him. One way to train yourself to act like a knight in shining armor is to wear a suit of shining armor. A soldier’s physical uniform helps train him to be more of a soldier. Body and soul can train each other. For instance, in sports, your mind can train your body to do things required by your favorite sport, and then you find that your body’s new habits have given your mind a new instinct to understand what to do. Ted Williams was the greatest batter who ever lived. When you read Ted Williams’ book about batting, you practice what you learned until it becomes instinctive; and then your body trains your mind to see and recognize what pitch is coming. Your body can train your mind as well as your mind train your body. It’s a kind of feedback. 

			Of course, you can’t buy God or heaven. It’s a free gift. But you can train yourself to love it more by godly and heavenly actions, just as you can train your heart to love your spouse or your children or your parents more by doing good deeds for them. Jesus understood that. He was the most practical man who ever lived.

		

	
		
			Nineteenth Sunday 
in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Wisdom 18:6–9	

			The night of the passover was known beforehand to our fathers, 

			that, with sure knowledge of the oaths in which they put their faith, 

			they might have courage. 

			Your people awaited the salvation of the just 

			and the destruction of their foes. 

			For when you punished our adversaries, 

			in this you glorified us whom you had summoned. 

			For in secret the holy children of the good were offering sacrifice 

			and putting into effect with one accord the divine institution.

				

			Like all of us, I have many blind spots, so I’m probably missing something truly important that is really there and hiding in today’s Old Testament reading, but I can’t see it, and therefore I can’t talk about it. Frankly, I don’t know why the liturgists chose this passage. It seems to make little sense unless we understand its context: it’s about the Exodus from Egypt. Even when we understand this context, the passage seems to say nothing new or surprising, and what it says, it says on a kind of slant and not directly and clearly, so that its choice of words often requires long and tedious rationalization. I won’t fake it: I have nothing helpful or useful to say about it, so I won’t try.

			Second Reading

			Hebrews 11:1–2, 8–19	
(or Hebrews 11:1–2, 8–12)

			Brothers and sisters: Faith is the realization of what is hoped for and evidence of things not seen. Because of it the ancients were well attested. 

			By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out to a place that he was to receive as an inheritance; he went out, not knowing where he was to go. By faith he sojourned in the promised land as in a foreign country, dwelling in tents with Isaac and Jacob, heirs of the same promise; for he was looking forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and maker is God. By faith he received power to generate, even though he was past the normal age—and Sarah herself was sterile—for he thought that the one who had made the promise was trustworthy. So it was that there came forth from one man, himself as good as dead, descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as countless as the sands on the seashore. 

			All these died in faith. They did not receive what had been promised but saw it and greeted it from afar and acknowledged themselves to be strangers and aliens on earth, for those who speak thus show that they are seeking a homeland. If they had been thinking of the land from which they had come, they would have had opportunity to return. But now they desire a better homeland, a heavenly one. Therefore, God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared a city for them. 

			By faith Abraham, when put to the test, offered up Isaac, and he who had received the promises was ready to offer his only son, of whom it was said, “Through Isaac descendants shall bear your name.” He reasoned that God was able to raise even from the dead, and he received Isaac back as a symbol.

				

			Hebrews 11 is the classic chapter in the Bible about faith. Most of it is a roll call of the heroes of faith in the Old Testament, beginning with Abraham, and moving on to Sarah, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, Rahab, Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, Samuel, all the prophets, and all the martyrs. And each time, instead of an impersonal definition of faith in the abstract, it describes the faith of each individual this way: “By faith . . .” By faith, they did what they did. It tells you what faith does. It defines faith as a set of works. You see the faith of a saint in his works. 

			It’s not merely that faith always produces good works. That’s true, but it’s more than that. The point of the chapter is not just that this interior, spiritual, subjective, invisible thing produces an exterior, physical, objective, visible work. The point is that the heroes of faith, beginning with Abraham, performed these deeds by faith, not by a response to faith. It was their faith that did the deeds. The separation between the private, inner world of a purely spiritual faith and the public, outer, visible world of physical works is simply bypassed in the biblical vision. 

			This is hard for us to understand, but we have to try to worm our way back into the mind of the author because it’s the mind of all the books of both the Jewish and Christian Scriptures. This is going to be difficult, but let’s try.

			We moderns, largely because of modern science, which deals with bodies only, conceive of the soul and the body as two very different things. The soul is spiritual, and the body is physical. The soul has no physical properties like color or size or weight, and the body has no spiritual properties like virtue or wisdom. That’s correct. But we are not just a soul, and we are not just a body, and we are not just a body plus a soul, like a horse plus a rider or a ship plus a captain. We are not two things but one thing. We tend to think of the soul as a kind of spirit, like an angel, and the body as a kind of biological organism, an animal. But we are not an angel plus an animal, or an angel inside an animal. We are neither angels nor animals. We share our spirit with angels, and we share our organic body with animals, but our spirits are not pure spirits—they are the souls—and our bodies are not just animals but they are the bodies of persons, and animals are not persons. We sometimes even think of our souls as ghosts and our bodies as houses, but you know you are not a haunted house with a ghost inside. Your name for yourself is not “we,” but “I,” unless you have multiple personality disorder. We are not spirits and we are not things. We are human beings; we are persons. 

			Think of the relationship between the words of a book and the meaning of the book. They are not two different things. The book has no meaning without words and no words without meaning. You can’t change the words without changing the meaning and you can’t change the meaning without changing the words. Or think of the sounds and the beauty of a piece of music. It’s the sound that has the beauty, and the beauty that has the sound, and you can’t change either one without changing the other. 

			Like the words and the meaning, or like the sound and the beauty, the soul and the body are not two things but two aspects of one thing—the human self. And the same is true of faith and works. Faith is the soul of the works, and works are the body of faith. It is faith itself that does the works and the works are the works of faith, the works done by faith.

			Of course, we can and must make all these distinctions between body and soul, works and faith, words and meaning, sound and beauty. But they are distinctions we make with our mind; we distinguish, we separate, we abstract one of the two aspects or dimensions from the other. In our minds, they are different, but in reality they are one thing. If I slap you or hug you, I don’t just slap or hug your body, I slap or hug you. When a surgeon performs a lifesaving operation, he’s thinking only about his patient’s body and not about the soul, but he’s doing it not to a mere body but to a person with a soul.

			This is not just some esoteric, philosophical point. It has a very practical payoff. And this is that the only way to increase your faith is to increase your works—namely, your works of love, the very deeds of faith; and the only way to increase your good works of love is to increase your faith. Everything you do to either one, you also do to the other, just as everything you do to your body you also do to your soul. So if you want to increase your faith, as I certainly hope you do, then the only way you can do that is by increasing your works of love. And if you want to increase your works of love, which I certainly hope you do, then the only way you can do that is by increasing your faith.

			Because that faith is not just a feeling or a spiritual state that you can produce somehow by finding the right buttons on the keyboard of your soul and pressing them. Faith is not just something in you. Faith is a relationship with God, so it is relative to God; it is faith in God, trust in God, openness to God, and it means letting God in and letting him inspire the works of love that are his hallmark. That’s why the two great commandments always go together. All of our failures to love our neighbor are rooted in failures to be open to God, and all our failures to say a total yes to God, who is the origin of all love, inevitably show themselves in our failure to love our neighbor. 

			Gospel

			Luke 12:32–48	
(or Luke 12:35–40)

			Jesus said to his disciples: “Do not be afraid any longer, little flock, for your Father is pleased to give you the kingdom. Sell your belongings and give alms. Provide money bags for yourselves that do not wear out, an inexhaustible treasure in heaven that no thief can reach nor moth destroy. For where your treasure is, there also will your heart be. 

			“Gird your loins and light your lamps and be like servants who await their master’s return from a wedding, ready to open immediately when he comes and knocks. Blessed are those servants whom the master finds vigilant on his arrival. Amen, I say to you, he will gird himself, have them recline at table, and proceed to wait on them. And should he come in the second or third watch and find them prepared in this way, blessed are those servants. Be sure of this: if the master of the house had known the hour when the thief was coming, he would not have let his house be broken into. You also must be prepared, for at an hour you do not expect, the Son of Man will come.” 

			Then Peter said, “Lord, is this parable meant for us or for everyone?” And the Lord replied, “Who, then, is the faithful and prudent steward whom the master will put in charge of his servants to distribute the food allowance at the proper time? Blessed is that servant whom his master on arrival finds doing so. Truly, I say to you, the master will put the servant in charge of all his property. But if that servant says to himself, ‘My master is delayed in coming,’ and begins to beat the menservants and the maidservants, to eat and drink and get drunk, then that servant’s master will come on an unexpected day and at an unknown hour and will punish the servant severely and assign him a place with the unfaithful. That servant who knew his master’s will but did not make preparations nor act in accord with his will shall be beaten severely; and the servant who was ignorant of his master’s will but acted in a way deserving of a severe beating shall be beaten only lightly. Much will be required of the person entrusted with much, and still more will be demanded of the person entrusted with more.”

				

			Today’s Gospel is about preparing for Christ’s Second Coming at the end of the world. You may think that you will not be alive when that happens, but you are wrong. You certainly will, because you will certainly die, and your death is the end of the world for you, the end of your world, and it is when you will meet Christ. 

			And none of us knows when that will come. He will come like a thief in the night. And since what we are when we die is what we will be in eternity, nothing is more important than preparing for that most important event in our lives. Like the Jews in Egypt, we are told to be ready for our exodus: “Gird your loins and light your lamps.”

			If that sounds scary and fearful, it shouldn’t. Christ begins his sermon today with the words “Fear not, little flock.” We are his flock, his sheep; he is the good shepherd, and he takes care of us. He wants for us just the opposite of fear: fearlessness. 

			We are “little” to him because he is so big. He is bigger than the universe. He is the Son of God who created the universe, the Mind of God, the Word of God, the Reason behind the whole universe and everything in it, including every detail of your life. He is the Author of the entire book of history; there is no other place for anything in the universe to go to get its existence or its meaning or its fulfillment or its joy except him. And what is true of everything in the universe is certainly true of us, his “little flock.” 

			Next, he says, “Sell your belongings and give alms. Provide money bags for yourselves that do not wear out, an inexhaustible treasure in heaven that no thief can reach nor moth destroy.” He’s not telling each of us to do that literally—that would be irresponsible for most of us. But Jesus’ point is that we can sell everything we have in this world and still lose nothing because if we are his flock, his children, we will inherit the kingdom of heaven, which is infinitely more than this whole world. In the words of a popular song, “You can have this whole world, just give me Jesus.”

			We have many responsibilities in this world, and Jesus is not telling us to be irresponsible. He is telling us not to worry about the thousands of little things in our lives, to do our job not with worry but with freedom from fear. Fear, the fear of failure, messes up everything we do, from success at sports to success at making money to success at love. And Jesus gives us a reason not to fear: he is the shepherd and we are his sheep. 

			This attitude of freedom from fear and worry is his gift to all of us. It does not depend on how many responsibilities we have in this world. Whether we are rich or poor, whether we are active businesspersons or soldiers or contemplative monks or nuns, whether we are adults or children, this whole world is a toybox compared to the kingdom of heaven. It is not something to worry about. 

			When Jesus visited the house of Mary and Martha and Martha was worrying about all the details and Mary was just sitting at Jesus’ feet and listening to him, Jesus said to Martha, “You are anxious and worried about many things. There is need of only one thing. Mary has chosen the better part” (Luke 10:41–42). Only one thing matters absolutely and eternally, and that is our relationship with God. Everything else is small. Only one thing is eternal; only one thing is absolutely necessary. Only one thing! What a liberation that is! This is why some of the saints cracked jokes on their deathbeds. Whether we live or die tomorrow is a little thing compared with whether we live or die eternally. All Jesus is asking us to do is to be realistic, to get the right sense of perspective, to see things as they really are. 

			We find it hard to do that because we are habitual victims of a lack of perspective. The nearest crisis always looms largest to our eyes, like the nearest telephone pole along the road when we are traveling. But it will soon be behind us. 

			The rearview mirrors of cars sometimes have these words inscribed on them: “Objects in mirror are closer than they appear.” The truth is the opposite: things in the mirror of time, both past and future, are much smaller than they appear.

			This connects with our Old Testament reading last week from the book of Ecclesiastes, who argued that everything under the sun is “vanity of vanities” (Eccles. 1:2) in the end because whatever profit we make in this world we will lose when we die. Jesus said something similar when he said, “What profit is there for one to gain the whole world and forfeit his life?” (Mark 8:36). It profits nothing. And what do we lose if we lose everything—which we will infallibly do when we die!—but gain eternal salvation? Nothing. The difference between infinity and anything else, large or small, is infinite.

			That is not the whole truth, but it is the truth and nothing but the truth, and the most important truth. The whole truth also includes our responsibilities in this world. But they should be done not in a spirit of worried fear of loss or selfish greed for gain and profit but in happy, fearless faith in divine providence, which overarches everything we do. After all, our God is not weak, wicked, or stupid. He is omnipotent, omnibenevolent, and omniscient. He is the all-powerful Creator, the all-loving Savior, and the all-wise Teacher. He is presently making all the things in our lives, even the bad things, work together for the greatest good in the end. That’s exactly what he tells us in Scripture, and he is not a liar.

			The most reasonable and wise and practical thing in the world that we can possibly do is to trust him, as he tells us in today’s Gospel: “Do not be afraid any longer, little flock.” The most unreasonable and foolish and impractical thing in the world that we can possibly do is to distrust him. That is the devil’s strategy, beginning in the Garden of Eden. Faith and fear are opposites, like light and darkness. 

			Faith casts out fear. That’s why it enables us to do wonderful things, like Abraham and all the saints, as we saw in today’s epistle. Read Hebrews 11 when you get home today and reflect that you are invited to join this roll call of the saints. This faith, and its fearlessness, is for every one of us. You don’t have to be perfect; you just have to believe. Take your eyes off yourself and your worries for a while and just look at him, as Mary did. That’s what prayer most essentially is: just turning our attention to reality, to the most important person in the world—and that’s not you, that’s him. Just look at him and see him looking at you with infinite wisdom and love. How much love? Look at a crucifix. 

		

	
		
			Twentieth Sunday 
in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Jeremiah 38:4–6, 8–10	

			In those days, the princes said to the king: “Jeremiah ought to be put to death; he is demoralizing the soldiers who are left in this city, and all the people, by speaking such things to them; he is not interested in the welfare of our people, but in their ruin.” King Zedekiah answered: “He is in your power”; for the king could do nothing with them. And so they took Jeremiah and threw him into the cistern of Prince Malchiah, which was in the quarters of the guard, letting him down with ropes. There was no water in the cistern, only mud, and Jeremiah sank into the mud.

			Ebed-melech, a court official, went there from the palace and said to him: “My lord king, these men have been at fault in all they have done to the prophet Jeremiah, casting him into the cistern. He will die of famine on the spot, for there is no more food in the city.” Then the king ordered Ebed-melech the Cushite to take three men along with him, and draw the prophet Jeremiah out of the cistern before he should die.

				

			The image that sticks in our minds and memories from today’s Old Testament reading is Jeremiah, God’s prophet, thrown into a cistern and sinking in the mud—and not because he deserved it but because he didn’t. Bad people will forgive you for being bad, but they won’t forgive you for being good. The world is full of cisterns and mud, and we’re all thrown into them sometimes: periods of darkness, hopelessness, and misery. It’s the classic “problem of evil”: Why does God allow his people so much mud?

			Part of the answer is always that that’s only the first half of the story: the problem, the challenge, the question, the little deaths. And the answer comes in the second half of the story: the solution to the problem, the response to the challenge, the answer to the question, the resurrection from death. That’s the two-part plot of every good story ever told. And the protagonist never sees the answer before the question, only after. If we looked at the answer to the crossword puzzle before we did the puzzle that would defeat its whole purpose. In fact, you can’t have a resurrection before you have a death.

			But why does God allow bad things to happen to good people in the first place? God does not give us an answer to that question before the suffering that explains it and justifies it. But he has given us something much better: an answer that comes afterward. He gave that to Job, and he gives that to us too. 

			He doesn’t explain why he doesn’t stop the bad guys from throwing Jeremiah into the mud, but he does show us what he does about it: he rescues him. That’s the point of the story: it comes at the end, not at the beginning. Faith and hope invite us to read the story of our lives backward: to look on our present sufferings from the viewpoint of heaven, like a woman in childbirth looking at her very great pains in light of the triumph and glory of birth that is coming.

			St. Paul says that the whole universe is like a pregnant woman in labor pains (Rom. 8:22). And the baby that is being born is ourselves, our heavenly selves, the selves God destines us to be. God does not explain why he invented pregnancy, why he didn’t just snap his fingers and create adult human beings out of nothing, as he did with the angels, or why he invented human beings as well as angels. But we can thank him for doing it, and trust that he knew what he was doing. (Is that so hard? Is that unreasonable? Is it easier and more reasonable to think you’re wiser than God?)

			So the next time you’re in the mud, don’t look back and try to figure out why God let you sink so far into it. Look ahead at his rescue. Look at Easter. 

			Second Reading

			Hebrews 12:1–4	

			Brothers and sisters: Since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us rid ourselves of every burden and sin that clings to us and persevere in running the race that lies before us while keeping our eyes fixed on Jesus, the leader and perfecter of faith. For the sake of the joy that lay before him he endured the cross, despising its shame, and has taken his seat at the right of the throne of God. Consider how he endured such opposition from sinners, in order that you may not grow weary and lose heart. In your struggle against sin you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding blood.

				

			The eleventh chapter of Hebrews is a summary of the heroes of faith in Old Testament history, beginning with Abraham. It is the Jewish version of a Catholic “Lives of the Great Saints.” And now, after that impressive story, we are told that it still goes on with us, that we are now in that same story, and that these dead heroes are not dead but alive and watching us! We are “surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses,” like athletes performing in a stadium, being watched and cheered on by thousands of fans. Think of how you would feel if you were running around a track in a stadium all alone and suddenly you saw thousands of fans sitting in the seats cheering you on. That is how we should feel when we read this verse. We do not see them, but we are surrounded by a great crowd of witnesses watching us. They are the saints, including our faithful ancestors. Our parents and grandparents are in the front rows, proud of every good step we take, praying for us. The saints that we pray to actually hear us and actually pray for us. That is not just a nice comforting idea but is a dogma of the Catholic faith.

			The communion of saints is one of the twelve articles of faith contained in the Apostles’ Creed. We are interacting not only with our contemporaries, with those who are alive on earth with us, but also with the dead who are not dead but alive in heaven. When you get to heaven do you think you will cease to care about your family and friends who are still on earth? And won’t that care extend beyond your immediate friends and family to everyone in the Body of Christ? 

			In The Lord of the Rings, the two hobbit heroes, Frodo and Sam, are on a dangerous task of carrying the evil Ring of Power to its destruction, and they are musing about the heroes in their history who went on similar perilous quests, and they realize that they have a relic from earlier ages, a phial of light from the beginning of their age. And they suddenly realize that they are in the same story as their great ancestors, that the past is not dead, that they are carrying the same baton in the same relay race as these heroes of old. Instead of looking at the story of their history as something dead and gone, something to be read about in a book, they realize that they are in the book, in the story. There is no distinction between the story in their past and the story in their present: it is one and the same story. 

			Suppose you suddenly saw many pairs of eyes looking at you now through the windows of the room you are in. Would that make a difference to how you feel and what you do? Of course it would. Well, the eyes of faith can see those eyes. They are real. We are not alone. 

			Therefore, what? Therefore, press on, run the race, do not abandon the struggle, do not disappoint your father who is cheering you on from heaven as he did on earth, or your grandfather, or your great-grandfather. And do not disappoint your heavenly Father, who is also your father just as truly and just as fatherly as your earthly fathers. Remember who is watching you: everyone who ever knew you, and all the angels and all the saints, as well as the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Quite an audience, that! You have more fame, more honor, more glory there than any person on earth has here. Don’t forget those eyes outside the window, those cheering fans in the stands.

			Gospel

			Luke 12:49–53	

			Jesus said to his disciples: “I have come to set the earth on fire, and how I wish it were already blazing! There is a baptism with which I must be baptized, and how great is my anguish until it is accomplished! Do you think that I have come to establish peace on the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division. From now on a household of five will be divided, three against two and two against three; a father will be divided against his son and a son against his father, a mother against her daughter and a daughter against her mother, a mother-in-law against her daughter-in-law and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law.”

				

			Today’s Gospel is shocking. Jesus, the Prince of Peace, says that he came to earth not to bring peace but division and warfare, even within families. One of the things Jesus said to his Apostles after his Resurrection was that he was leaving them with his gift of peace. Peace and war are opposites. How can Jesus be the source of both?

			The explanation of this apparent contradiction is simple: there are two very different kinds of peace, and they are at war with each other. There is the peace that this world gives, and Jesus explicitly says to his Apostles that he did not come to give them that kind of peace. What kind of peace does the world give?

			Well, at its best, it is a peace that puts an end to war, at least temporarily, by some kind of treaty or compromise. It’s the kind of peace you don’t need any kind of religious faith at all to want, and to work for, and sometimes to attain. The commonest cause of this kind of peace is power: winning a war and enforcing the peace, as we did with every war we ever fought and won. But that kind of peace is fragile and temporary, and even more importantly it is not a peace of mind, heart, and soul. It is just an external, pragmatic peace, a cessation from external violence, and its most usual and effective agent is the external violence of winning a war.

			Internally, the peace that Jesus did not come to bring is the peace with our spiritual enemies, which are the world, the flesh, and the devil. He came to make war on these enemies.

			What are these three enemies? “The world” is not the planet—that’s God’s good creation, and he himself declared it good—but the culture, the manmade civilizations, the world order that rewards not virtue but cleverness and power and punishes not sin but nonconformity to its ways, including religious nonconformity. Christianity has always been countercultural in some important ways, even in a nominally Christian culture, and absolutely has to be today when we are living in a culture that is no longer Christian and is increasingly becoming anti-Christian because it encourages greed, lust, and pride as the ways to success and happiness. It is certainly not a culture that understands or rewards the virtues of poverty, especially spiritual poverty, which requires detachment from riches; or chastity, which is simply sneered at; or humility, which it confuses with servility; or meekness, which it confuses with weakness. 

			Our second enemy, the flesh, is not the body, which God invented, but the whole of our fallen, selfish, and weak human nature, soul as well as body. Our selfishness corrupts everything good, especially our passions and desires. We love our own pleasure rather than other people, and not only sexually—that’s only the most obvious and passionate form. We use other selves to serve our own happiness rather than using ourselves to serve theirs. Lust is not sexual passion itself but disordered sexual passion, selfish sexual passion, “my will be done” sexual passion. Think of John F. Kennedy’s famous statement: “Ask not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country.” Now substitute the concrete word “neighbor” for the abstract word “country” and reverse it, and you have the meaning of “the flesh,” or fallen human nature. It’s our nature to ask not what we can do for our neighbors but what our neighbors can do for us. 

			Our third enemy is the devil, and the only thing that needs to be said about him is that he is real (Jesus does not invent imaginary enemies any more than he invents imaginary friends like a four-year-old) and that he is much more formidable than our invention of the cartoon character with horns and hooves and red tights.

			Greed is the special sin that the world tempts us to. Lust is the special sin that the flesh tempts us to. Pride is the special sin that the devil tempts us to, and it is the worst sin of all because it is spiritual and it is free—it is not a sin of weakness.

			Jesus came to bring peace with God, not the devil; with ourselves, our true selves, not our foolish flesh; and with our neighbors, not with the world order that so often pits us against our neighbors. Jesus came to make war against the devil because the devil is at war with God. Jesus came to make war against the flesh because the flesh is at war with the Spirit, the Holy Spirit (not with the soul; the soul is part of the flesh). And Jesus came to make war against the world because the world is at war with the Church, which is the communion of saints. So much so that in every culture saints are martyred, whether in red or in black and white, whether in blood or in print. 

			This is the one war that does not allow for pacifism. Jesus said, “Whoever is not with me is against me” (Matt. 12:30). If you refuse to fight against these enemies, you are what the Communists call “useful idiots” that they can use and manipulate for their own purposes. 

			The theme of spiritual warfare is on almost every page of the Bible. The Church has never pronounced dogmatically about material pacifism. She has neither approved it nor disapproved it. But she has always taught that our real enemies are not flesh and blood but principalities and powers of wickedness in high places, in other words, evil spirits, fallen angels, tempting demons. If they are not real, then not only the Church but Jesus Christ is either a liar or a fool because he clearly taught that they are. He not only taught them, but he fought them: he performed many exorcisms. Very few of us are literally possessed by evil spirits and need exorcism, but every one of us, including Christ himself, is tempted by them. 

			Since life is a spiritual war, our single most essential spiritual weapon is obedience to our commanding officer, our Lord. When you are tempted, the very first and most important thing is to turn your attention away from the temptation and from yourself, and to turn to your Lord with a “thy will be done.” It might even be a good exercise to salute your commanding officer with the sign of the cross: it’s a reminder of who you belong to. It’s also a good testimony to the world of whose side you are on. 

		

	
		
			Twenty-first Sunday 
in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Isaiah 66:18–21	

			Thus says the Lord: I know their works and their thoughts, and I come to gather nations of every language; they shall come and see my glory. I will set a sign among them; from them I will send fugitives to the nations: to Tarshish, Put and Lud, Mosoch, Tubal and Javan, to the distant coastlands that have never heard of my fame, or seen my glory; and they shall proclaim my glory among the nations. They shall bring all your brothers and sisters from all the nations as an offering to the Lord, on horses and in chariots, in carts, upon mules and dromedaries, to Jerusalem, my holy mountain, says the Lord, just as the Israelites bring their offering to the house of the Lord in clean vessels. Some of these I will take as priests and Levites, says the Lord.

				

			The prophet Isaiah is describing a vision of the coming of the Messiah, both his first coming and his second coming. Three features of this vision are worth mentioning.

			First, people come from all the nations of the world, past and present and future. How many of you have heard of the nations of Tarshish, Put, Lud, Tubal, and Javan? We’re living almost three thousand years after Isaiah. If the second coming is three thousand years in our future, how many people then do you think will have heard of America? We’re not even three hundred years old and already we’re showing signs of decay. We may be a distant legend to the world three thousand years from now, as those nations are to us today. But God knows all times and places and nations, and he has children in all of them who are destined for heaven.

			Second, they all come to Jerusalem. It’s the center of the world. The Western world is called the West because it is west of Jerusalem, and the Near East and Far East are called the Near and Far East because they are east of Jerusalem. Already in Isaiah’s time, more so in Jesus’ time, and still today, Jerusalem is the primary religious destination in the world. Half the world has come to Jerusalem spiritually to know Jesus and to know the God of the Jews, Jesus’ Father.

			Third, they come not only from all places and times to the same place but also in every possible way, in kingly chariots and peasant carts, on camels and mules and horses and airplanes. Every life is a road to him, however different: riches and poverty, suffering and joy, famous and common, old and young, male and female, safe and dangerous, a life of great sins repented of and a life of little sins repented of, heterosexual sinners and homosexual sinners, educated and uneducated, winners and losers, serious and funny, priests and laity. God is the ultimate Big Tent. 

			Second Reading

			Hebrews 12:5–7, 11–13	

			Brothers and sisters: You have forgotten the exhortation addressed to you as children: 

			“My son, do not disdain the discipline of the Lord 

			or lose heart when reproved by him; 

			for whom the Lord loves, he disciplines; 

			he scourges every son he acknowledges.” 

			Endure your trials as “discipline”; God treats you as sons. For what “son” is there whom his father does not discipline? At the time, all discipline seems a cause not for joy but for pain, yet later it brings the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who are trained by it. 

			So strengthen your drooping hands and your weak knees. Make straight paths for your feet, that what is lame may not be disjointed but healed.

				

			In today’s epistle, St. Paul tells us why we suffer. It is not that we suffer even though God loves us, but that we suffer because God loves us. 

			That sounds unbelievable, but just think it through. God loves us. What does that mean? To love another person is to will what is best for that person. And that always includes discipline. Discipline does not mean punishment; discipline means teaching, training. And therefore that training always involves suffering. Whether we are training to be better athletes, students, children, or saints, we need to learn from our mistakes and our sufferings. A nice hot bath, a large glass of delicious wine, and a sleep on soft sheets is not discipline. 

			God designed everything in our lives, our sufferings as well as our joys. They are there not because he doesn’t love us but because he does.

			Discipline means learning to do hard things and to endure hard things. Anyone who has ever mastered an art understands that. But life is an art; therefore, life requires discipline. 

			You may still be thinking that there is something very wrong with this, because if you love your kids or your friends or your spouse, you want them to be happy. And that’s true. Love wills the happiness of the other person, and suffering is the opposite of happiness. So how can a loving God allow us to suffer? 

			Because he is all-wise, as we are not; and he sees, as we do not, that sufferings in the present result in greater joys in the future—always, in the next life, and sometimes, in this life. All of us can look back on some great suffering in our past and understand that we are stronger and wiser today because of it. Of course, we did not understand that at the time, but now we can. If we only were as wise about our future as we are about our past, if we applied the wisdom we learned from our past to our present and future, we would understand that.

			We are not supposed to be masochists, and God is not a sadist. He does not want suffering for its own sake, any more than we do. But God permits and arranges sufferings for us because he knows that if we don’t suffer we can’t be strong and wise; and if we’re not strong and wise but weak and foolish, we can’t experience deep happiness and joy. So suffering leads to joy through the middle link of strength and wisdom.

			Not all who suffer are strong and wise, but all who are strong and wise must suffer. Rabbi Abraham Heschel says, “The man who has never suffered—what could he possibly know, anyway?” 

			St. Paul puts the point better than I did because I talked about it in the abstract, but he uses the concrete situation of a father and a son. (Of course, this applies to mothers and daughters too; St. Paul uses the old inclusive language that has become politically incorrect today.) Fathers love their sons, and that’s why they discipline them. God gave us parents because they can take the longer view, while children cannot. The younger you are, the more you live in the moment and the less you see the long-range future. God sees everything, including our future, and he sees that we need to suffer now for the sake of greater, deeper, truer happiness in the future. We don’t see that, especially when we are in the midst of our sufferings. That’s why we need faith. We see only “indistinctly, as in a mirror” (1 Cor. 13:12) because we are not God.

			So, as Pope John Paul II loved to say, “Don’t waste your sufferings.” Accept them in faith, trust in God’s love and wisdom, and offer them up to God in union with the sufferings of Christ—because you are in fact in union with Christ, a member of his very Body. God will plant them like seeds, and they will produce fruit, either in your own life or in the lives of others. (For, as Christ did, we suffer for others, not just for ourselves.)

			That is not negotiable. That is not one theory among others. That is not just an idea that comes from some idealistic philosophers and theologians. That is divine revelation. That is what all the books of the Bible say, and that is what the Church has dogmatically and infallibly said for two thousand years, and that is what all the saints and sages, prophets and popes say. If it is not true, then the whole Christian faith is a mockery and an illusion.

			And yet, even though all of the above is true, and even though it is totally logical, and even though it is easy to believe it when you sit in church and listen to a homily, it is still hard for us to believe it all when we are not just thinking about suffering, as we are doing now, but when we are actually suffering and we do not see anything but darkness. How do we keep our faith and hope alive? 

			Only with divine help. So the only thing to do then is to pray, and never, never, never, never give up on God. For what else is there? If you can’t believe in God, what can you believe in? When the wind and the waves get really big and the ship is leaking and sinking, that is the very worst time to distrust your last lifeboat or your last life preserver.

			Gospel

			Luke 13:22–30	

			Jesus passed through towns and villages, teaching as he went and making his way to Jerusalem. Someone asked him, “Lord, will only a few people be saved?” He answered them, “Strive to enter through the narrow gate, for many, I tell you, will attempt to enter but will not be strong enough. After the master of the house has arisen and locked the door, then will you stand outside knocking and saying, ‘Lord, open the door for us.’ He will say to you in reply, ‘I do not know where you are from.’ And you will say, ‘We ate and drank in your company and you taught in our streets.’ Then he will say to you, ‘I do not know where you are from. Depart from me, all you evildoers!’ And there will be wailing and grinding of teeth when you see Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and all the prophets in the kingdom of God and you yourselves cast out. And people will come from the east and the west and from the north and the south and will recline at table in the kingdom of God. For behold, some are last who will be first, and some are first who will be last.”

				

			The disciples probably thought along these lines: Hey, we’d love to know our chances of getting to heaven, and if anybody knows, Jesus does. Let’s ask him before it’s too late. Let’s get some inside information on the comparative population statistics of heaven and hell. If he says 90 percent will be saved, we’ll relax; if he says it’s only 10 percent, we’ll sweat; and if he says it’s 50 percent, we’ll compromise but not too much. 

			So did Jesus answer their question, and was the answer that most people are going to hell and only a minority are going to heaven? No. Why not? Did he give either of the other two answers? No. He did not answer their question at all. He questioned their question. He turned the tables on them, as he always did when he was asked a question. He saw that the questioner was the real question; that the disciples were avoiding the real question. The real question was the question that the Philippian jailer asked St. Paul, “What must I do to be saved?” (Acts 16:30). They were asking a different question, a question about other people, or people in general. 

			So when Jesus said that the door was narrow and that many of those who would like to enter it will fail, he was not giving population statistics, because he is not a scientist, he is a lover and a friend and the definitive face of our Father in heaven. When a father loses one of his twenty children in a tragic accident, that is one too many, and the nineteen who remain are too few. When Jesus told the parable of the lost sheep, the shepherd left ninety-nine good sheep alone to spend all his energy searching for the one lost sheep because ninety-nine saved was too few and one lost was too many. 

			We simply do not know how many will be saved. But we can always change the number by one. That is what Jesus is directing their attention to. “Strive.” Because not all will be saved. There is a hell as well as a heaven. That is very clear from Jesus’ teaching. Universalism, the idea that all will be saved, clearly contradicts what Jesus said whenever he addressed the question. It takes effort. Faith and hope and charity all take effort, and choice, and work. It’s not automatic. You don’t get a ticket to heaven just because you come out of your mother’s womb with a cute face and a “Made in Heaven” label on your tushie.

			To reinforce the point that we don’t know the population statistics of the next world, Jesus concludes by telling us that we will all be surprised at it because some of the first will be last and some of the last will be first. Who would have expected a man convicted and crucified as a lifelong thief, who was probably also a murderer, to be assured by Jesus that he would be with him in Paradise? Who would have expected one of the twelve Apostles to hear Jesus say about him that “it would be better for that man if he had never been born” (Matt. 26:24)? Jesus was talking about Judas Iscariot, of course, the first Catholic bishop to accept a government grant.

			So if you wonder whether so-and-so is going to heaven or not, Jesus’ answer is: Mind your own business. Keep your feet on your own path, which is me. Look up, not sideways. Looking sideways is a good way to fall off the straight and narrow path. Don’t play God. You’re not the judge, thank God. Literally: thank God that you’re not the judge and that I’m not the judge and that neither Jonathan Edwards nor Oprah Winfrey is the judge. Just be sure you know the judge yourself. Because when it comes to getting into that place, as with some places on earth, it’s not what you know, it’s who you know. 

			A postscript: When Jesus says to those who fail to enter, “I do not know where you are from,” he’s saying, “I don’t see my life in your soul. You haven’t been born again from above. You haven’t been made an adopted child of your heavenly Father. You’ve only been born once. That’s not enough. Just being a child of your earthly father isn’t enough; you have to be a child of your heavenly Father. Having just earthly life isn’t enough for you to be able to endure heaven; you have to have heavenly life in your soul. If what’s in your soul didn’t come from heaven, it can’t go to heaven. Just being a good egg isn’t enough. You have to hatch in order to get wings and fly.” 

		

	
		
			Twenty-second Sunday 
in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Sirach 3:17–18, 20, 28–29	

			My child, conduct your affairs with humility, 

			and you will be loved more than a giver of gifts. 

			Humble yourself the more, the greater you are, 

			and you will find favor with God. 

			What is too sublime for you, seek not, 

			into things beyond your strength search not. 

			The mind of a sage appreciates proverbs, 

			and an attentive ear is the joy of the wise. 

			Water quenches a flaming fire, 

			and alms atone for sins.

				

			We condemn pride and arrogance and praise humility, but we don’t usually realize the power of humility. It seems at first as though humility is a weakness. Because of the weakness of our mind, we should not seek what we cannot know, such as assured knowledge of the future, and things beyond our strength, like the conquest of death by medical technology. Only God has that knowledge and that power. But it is strength, not weakness, not to play God; and it is weakness, not strength, to pretend to be God. We do that all the time, so that God has to keep reminding us of the two most obvious truths in the world: that we are not him and that he is not us. 

			Sirach reminds us that the greater we are, the more humility we need. The wiser we are, the more we need to listen to humble proverbs that sound boring and obvious. 

			Confucius did that. His book, the Analects, sounds like Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood. It is the most boring and noncontroversial religious book ever written. Yet it was the foundation for one of the most successful, long-lived, and stable social orders in human history. It worked, and it lasted. And when Matteo Ricci first went to China, he was very impressed by Confucianism and said it had more in common with the ethics of the Bible than any other religion did. 

			Second Reading

			Hebrews 12:18–19, 22–24a	

			Brothers and sisters: You have not approached that which could be touched and a blazing fire and gloomy darkness and storm and a trumpet blast and a voice speaking words such that those who heard begged that no message be further addressed to them. No, you have approached Mount Zion and the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and countless angels in festal gathering, and the assembly of the firstborn enrolled in heaven, and God the judge of all, and the spirits of the just made perfect, and Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and the sprinkled blood that speaks more eloquently than that of Abel.

				

			Because the point of today’s epistle is the contrast between the old law and the new law, the old covenant and the new, symbolized respectively by two mountains, Mount Sinai and Mount Zion, we should review what’s in the writer’s mind about the old one. Here is the description of it in the book of Exodus. It is what immediately precedes God giving Moses the Ten Commandments, written with his own hand on two tablets of stone, which were placed in the ark of the covenant:

			The Lord said to Moses: I am coming to you now in a dense cloud. . . . 

			The Lord will come down on Mount Sinai in the sight of all the people. Set limits for the people all around, saying: Take care not to go up the mountain, or even to touch its edge. All who touch the mountain must be put to death. . . . 

			On the morning of the third day there were peals of thunder and lightning, and a heavy cloud over the mountain, and a very loud blast of the shofar, so that all the people in the camp trembled. . . . Now Mount Sinai was completely enveloped in smoke, because the Lord had come down upon it in fire . . . and the whole mountain trembled violently. The blast of the shofar grew louder and louder, while Moses was speaking and God was answering him with thunder.

			Now as all the people witnessed the thunder and lightning, the blast of the shofar and the mountain smoking, they became afraid and trembled. So they took up a position farther away and said to Moses, “You speak to us, and we will listen; but do not let God speak to us, or we shall die.” (Exod. 19:9–20:19)

			The contrast in today’s epistle is between the old mountain, Mount Sinai, where Moses received the Old Covenant, and the new mountain, Mount Zion, the new Jerusalem, which St. John saw descending from heaven at the end of the world and which is the Church, the Mystical Body of Christ. 

			The contrast is not between great and small, strong and weak, formidable and comfortable, hard and easy, tough and tender, heavy and light, fear and faith, dark and light, bad and good, hateful and loving. Both mountains and both covenants are great and strong and formidable and hard and heavy and fearful and good and loving. The new mountain and covenant is even more formidable, more “heavy,” than the old because it includes the angels and the perfected saints and God the judge of all. It is a contrast between light and darkness but the light is even more formidable and demanding than the darkness and smoke and fire. The second mountain is more, not less, than the first in every way. 

			The difference is that the first mountain was untouchable. If the Jews touched it, they would die. The second mountain, the Church of Christ, is touchable, and when we touch it, we live. 

			In the first verse of his first epistle, St. John marvels at the fact that the eternal God who dwells in unapproachable light came down to be touched by man: “What was from the beginning, / what we have heard, / what we have seen with our eyes, / what we have looked upon / and touched with our hands . . .” (1 John 1:1). If this God was not formidable and awesome, if he did not cause us to tremble, then the Incarnation of this God in Christ also would not cause us to tremble. But John does tremble, because it is the God of Sinai, the all-holy one, the eternal one, who appeared in this man Jesus. It was the God of Sinai who now came down as our humble slave and servant and Savior, letting himself be tortured and crucified and killed. The God of Sinai! That’s who came down into Jerusalem and down onto the cross and down into death and the tomb. That Lamb of God is also a lion! The Son does not have a different nature from the Father. The Son is equally divine and equally formidable, equally perfect, equally eternal, equally all-powerful. Jesus is God, this very same God, with the very same nature: “I and the Father are one.”

			If you want to see God, look at Jesus. If you want to see Jesus, look at the saints. 

			Gospel

			Luke 14:1, 7–14	

			On a sabbath Jesus went to dine at the home of one of the leading Pharisees, and the people there were observing him carefully. 

			He told a parable to those who had been invited, noticing how they were choosing the places of honor at the table. “When you are invited by someone to a wedding banquet, do not recline at table in the place of honor. A more distinguished guest than you may have been invited by him, and the host who invited both of you may approach you and say, ‘Give your place to this man,’ and then you would proceed with embarrassment to take the lowest place. Rather, when you are invited, go and take the lowest place so that when the host comes to you he may say, ‘My friend, move up to a higher position.’ Then you will enjoy the esteem of your companions at the table. For every one who exalts himself will be humbled, but the one who humbles himself will be exalted.” Then he said to the host who invited him, “When you hold a lunch or a dinner, do not invite your friends or your brothers or your relatives or your wealthy neighbors, in case they may invite you back and you have repayment. Rather, when you hold a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind; blessed indeed will you be because of their inability to repay you. For you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.”

				

			Is Jesus giving some practical advice here to social climbers? It’s good advice, but why would he do that? Why would he encourage social climbing? That’s a form of egotism, and Jesus isn’t high on egotism—he’s high on humility. But the social climber is not humble, even when he pretends to be by taking the low place first so that he can be sent higher, instead of taking the high place first and then be shamed by being sent lower. 

			So Jesus’ point here can’t be the superiority of the clever and successful social climber, who gets what he wants (the highest place) by pretending to be humble, over the less clever social climber, who is at least honest enough to telegraph his egotism. Jesus aims always at the heart, not the hands; the motive, not just the act; the inner reality, not the outer appearance. 

			The Pharisee who invited him is probably a proud egotist and a legalist, like the Pharisee in Jesus’ famous parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector. So what is Jesus doing here? He’s coming down to the Pharisee’s own level and making the point that even on that low, egotistic, calculating, selfish level, humility lifts you up and pride goes before a fall. He’s bringing the Pharisee up from the lowest level to the middle level so that he can then bring him up to the highest level. The lowest level is overt pride: I deserve the highest place. The middle level is at least feigned humility: I will take the lowest level. The highest level is real humility: I really want the lowest level so you can have the highest one.

			Jesus goes to the highest level when he says something that shocks the Pharisee: “When you hold a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind; blessed indeed will you be because of their inability to repay you.” 

			Why? Why would you do that? You’d do that out of genuine love, out of a desire to give, not to get. 

			And if you did that deed out of that motive—not to get but to give—then you would indeed get, from God, in the end, your eternal reward. 

			But what would the eternal reward of such a person be? Not social climbing in heaven, not getting rather than giving. If what you love is giving rather than getting, you will get what you love: you will get your love perfected, you will become a saint, and therefore most deeply happy because you are self-forgetful, and that self-forgetfulness will be your self’s greatest joy because that is what God designed us for, for God created us in his image and that image is love. God is love.

			But what if you were so calculating and clever that you did that apparently selfless deed on earth, throwing a generous banquet for the poor who could not repay you, only because you wanted to get the highest place in heaven? That would be only level three, the very clever Pharisee rather than the stupid Pharisee or the worldly, clever Pharisee. Perhaps that’s part of what Jesus means by saying that some of the first will be last and the last first: that some people who seem unselfish and saintly here are really motivated, in their hearts, by selfish motives. They’re just practicing delayed gratification for heaven instead of on earth. 

			That’s pretty wise, and wiser than the first two levels, and it won’t send you to hell, but it’s not what Jesus wants, and he won’t be satisfied until he makes you a genuine saint either on earth or in purgatory. 

			How could he be satisfied with less than that? If our motive in being apparently unselfish and giving on earth was only to get all the selfish rewards in heaven because we think that getting is what makes us happy instead of giving, we’d be wrong, we’d be missing out on the greatest joy, which is not being loved but loving, not getting but giving.  

			God designed us for the highest joy, which comes only through genuine love, when you forget about getting and seek only to give the other person joy. And that self-forgetful giving of joy is the only way to get joy. As St. Francis said in his famous prayer, “Grant that I may not so much seek . . . to be loved as to love. For it is in giving that we receive.” That’s the highest level, level four; that’s giving banquets not to be repaid either by God or by men. And God will repay that with the thing we love the most, namely loving, giving. We will attain our highest joy, both on earth and in heaven, by self-forgetful love. If you die to yourself you will find yourself. If not, not. 

			So there are really four levels of wisdom in this story. The lowest is the stupid Pharisee, who is the proud egotist who shows what’s in his heart by taking the highest seat. The next is the clever, calculating Pharisee, who is also a proud egotist but who hides what’s in his heart and pretends to be humble only to get the better reward and the higher place here on earth. Third, there is the even more clever and calculating Pharisee, who also pretends to be humble but not to get rewarded on earth but rewarded in heaven. That’s better but not the best; wiser but not the wisest.

			The lowest level is doing the wrong thing (the selfish thing) for the wrong reason (the selfish reason). Level two is doing the right thing (the unselfish thing) but for the wrong reason (the selfish reason). Level three is also doing the right thing for the wrong reason, but the wrong reason here is selfishness not in this life but in the next. And level four is doing the right thing for the right reason.

			God understands where we are and wants to move all of us up, usually a step at a time. He wants to get us to the highest level because he truly loves us and wants us to experience the highest joy, which exists only on that highest level. If that’s what we truly seek, he promises that we will find it: “Blessed are those whose hearts hunger and thirst for righteousness [true righteousness, which is true love, unselfish love], for they will be filled.” That’s why there’s a purgatory: to make us into saints who can hold more joy. 

			God’s love is just: it repays love by love. There is with him absolutely no difference between justice and love. 

			Other people may or may not repay your love with love, depending on their heart and also depending on their mind, depending on whether or not they see through your actions into your heart. But God always sees your heart, and always gives us our right reward. If what we want is him, and what he is— namely, unselfish love—we will get it. If what we want is not God but simply ourselves, we will get that. If we forget ourselves in loving God and others, we will find ourselves and our joy. But if we forget God and try to find ourselves, we will find neither. The secret of our identity is in our Creator and Designer. How could Hamlet find his identity outside of Shakespeare? 

			The difference between forgetting self and forgetting God is the difference between heaven and hell.

		

	
		
			Twenty-third Sunday 
in Ordinary Time 

			First Reading

			Wisdom 9:13–18b	

			Who can know God’s counsel, 

			or who can conceive what the Lord intends? 

			For the deliberations of mortals are timid, 

			and unsure are our plans. 

			For the corruptible body burdens the soul 

			and the earthen shelter weighs down the mind that has many concerns. 

			And scarce do we guess the things on earth, 

			and what is within our grasp we find with difficulty; 

			but when things are in heaven, who can search them out? 

			Or who ever knew your counsel, except you had given wisdom 

			and sent your holy spirit from on high? 

			And thus were the paths of those on earth made straight.

				

			This passage gives us both the bad news and the good news. The bad news is that we know very little, much less than we think we do, because we are not God, and because we are fallen in both mind and body. The good news is that God gives a wisdom and light to us that we cannot give to ourselves through the inspirations of his Holy Spirit to light our dark path on earth.

			The first and greatest of all philosophers, according to St. Thomas Aquinas, was Socrates, who, like Christ, wrote nothing because he lived his philosophy and died for it. He believed in one God who was perfect, not immoral and foolish and willful like all the gods of his culture in Athens, and he was executed for atheism because he could not honestly confess that he believed in the gods of the state. He called himself a philosopher, which means literally a lover of wisdom, to distinguish himself from the other thinkers in his culture who called themselves Sophists (which means wise men), because he said his only wisdom was to know that he did not have wisdom—that was why he was searching for it. He said that only God was wise, not man, and that God had given to man the task to search for this missing thing, wisdom, rather than to have it and claim it.

			The Jewish author of the book of Wisdom, from which today’s Old Testament reading comes, was very much like Socrates in both points, the bad news and the good news. The bad news is that we are not God and therefore not wise. The good news is that God chose to share his divine wisdom with us. 

			So both the author of Wisdom and Socrates taught that there are only two kinds of people in the world: the wise, who know they are not wise, and the unwise, who think they are. That is very similar to what Jesus said about pride and humility. He revealed that there are only two kinds of people in the world: saints who know and confess that they are not saints but sinners, and sinners who think they are saints.

			That’s probably one of the things Jesus meant when he said that “the last will be first, and the first will be last” (Matt. 20:16).

			We don’t have wisdom for three reasons. First, we are not God. (Stop the presses! Call the reporters!) We are not the author; we are only his characters. Only God has absolute certainty; as the author of Wisdom says, “The deliberations of mortals are timid, / and unsure are our plans.” Sirach argues: if we can scarcely guess at earthly truths, how can we find heavenly truths on our own? Second, we are fallen, foolish, proud, and self-willed. Third, because of the fall, we are mortal; our bodies weigh down our minds with many concerns: we fear disease, pain, poverty, and death. 

			But the good news is that God has taken the initiative and revealed himself, both publicly, in salvation history, in the deeds of his saints and the words of his prophets, and privately, in creating us with a reason that can discover the intelligence and beauty of the universe God made and a conscience that deep down knows that we are duty-bound to an uncompromising standard of moral goodness. God is seen both as the truth, the mind, the intelligent designer behind the universe without, and as the goodness and righteousness behind the conscience within us. That’s the first point St. Paul makes in his Letter to the Romans. These are the two universal works of God’s Holy Spirit. To them he has added a special revelation to his chosen people the Jews, and finally in Christ, his own eternal Son incarnated as one of us. We could not get up the holy mountain on our own, either to know God or to obey him, so he came down to our level, to save our minds from ignorance by his life and teachings and to save our souls from sin by his death. That’s the Good News. It’s the answer to the Bad News. Together, they constitute our highest wisdom.

			(Before reading this excerpt from Paul’s Letter to Philemon, we need to know two facts about the background: First, Paul is writing from prison to one of his converts, Philemon, who had a slave called Onesimus who ran away from him, met Paul, and was converted to Christ. Second, Paul is now sending Onesimus back to Philemon, asking Philemon to accept him back not as a slave but as a brother in Christ.)

			Second Reading

			Philemon 9–10, 12–17	

			I, Paul, an old man, and now also a prisoner for Christ Jesus, urge you on behalf of my child Onesimus, whose father I have become in my imprisonment; I am sending him, that is, my own heart, back to you. I should have liked to retain him for myself, so that he might serve me on your behalf in my imprisonment for the gospel, but I did not want to do anything without your consent, so that the good you do might not be forced but voluntary. Perhaps this is why he was away from you for a while, that you might have him back forever, no longer as a slave but more than a slave, a brother, beloved especially to me, but even more so to you, as a man and in the Lord. So if you regard me as a partner, welcome him as you would me.

				

			The accusation is often made that it took Christian civilization eighteen centuries to abolish slavery. This short letter is a refutation of that accusation. St. Paul is not the emperor, or even a local king, so he does not have the political power to make slavery illegal. But he has the spiritual power to make it impossible to the soul and conscience of Philemon and every other Christian. Elsewhere, he wrote, “There is neither slave nor free person . . . in Christ” (Gal. 3:28). 

			The history of the Church’s actions is spotty: there were many wicked men who did many wicked deeds, including slavery. But the history of the Church’s teachings is not spotty but spotless: she never approved slavery; she sent missionaries to help slaves and often to buy their freedom, and she canonized as saints both slaves and those who saved them, but not slave masters. But she has always worked from inside out, not from outside in; she has worked through an appeal to conscience and free choice, not political success and the compelling power of laws and punishments. 

			It is inexcusable that it took eighteen centuries for the seed that Christ and St. Paul planted to flower into laws against slavery, and it is even more inexcusable that there is as much slavery in the world today as there ever was, though not based on race but on sex. Human trafficking (which includes sex slavery and forced prostitution) is one of the largest and richest businesses in the world.  Pornography is a soft version of the very same use and dehumanization of women, and it is one of the most widespread and financially lucrative businesses in the world, not just in places like Thailand but also in places like America. It is inexcusable that our actions have lagged behind our consciences for so long collectively. 

			But there is something every single person can do right now individually: to end all support of slavery in your life in all its forms. This includes anything that reduces a human person to a subhuman thing to use, an object to be bought and sold (and, in the case of abortion, disposed of by killing it when it is inconvenient). That is the point of the single most unpopular teaching of the Church today: the defense of human life and human nature, of human sexuality (especially womanhood and motherhood), and of the intrinsic value of every person as an end to be served rather than as a thing to be used—and therefore, its stance against the so-called sexual revolution, which is really a devolution. We have progressed significantly against race slavery, but we have regressed significantly into sex slavery. True Christians and true feminists throughout the world must unite against this slavery until there is a new Emancipation Proclamation. St. Paul, pray for us as you prayed for Philemon to end our slaveries.

			Gospel

			Luke 14:25–33	

			Great crowds were traveling with Jesus, and he turned and addressed them, “If anyone comes to me without hating his father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple. Whoever does not carry his own cross and come after me cannot be my disciple. Which of you wishing to construct a tower does not first sit down and calculate the cost to see if there is enough for its completion? Otherwise, after laying the foundation and finding himself unable to finish the work the onlookers should laugh at him and say, ‘This one began to build but did not have the resources to finish.’ Or what king marching into battle would not first sit down and decide whether with ten thousand troops he can successfully oppose another king advancing upon him with twenty thousand troops? But if not, while he is still far away, he will send a delegation to ask for peace terms. In the same way, anyone of you who does not renounce all his possessions cannot be my disciple.”

				

			This Gospel will be intolerable to many Christians. Jesus is not allowing us to compromise at all. He is not allowing there to be two levels of Christians—those who will and those who will not, for the sake of Christ, renounce and give up and say no to absolutely everything, even the nearest and dearest of things—not only all their possessions but also their very selves and the people they love the most, their families. He is saying this to Jews, who of all the people in the world had the highest regard for the sanctity of the family and who had received a divine revelation about that from God himself. 

			Christians must be as clear about this as Jews and Muslims. The most fundamental Jewish prayer is the shema: “Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our God, the Lord alone” (Deut. 6:4). The most fundamental Muslim prayer, the first half of the shahadah, the Muslim creed, is “There is no god but God.” Jesus says the same thing: that the first and greatest commandment is indeed the first and greatest: to love only God with your whole heart and soul and mind and strength; that the first and worst sin is idolatry, the exaltation of anything but God himself to the very first place in our lives, however good and great and holy that second thing may be.

			To the typically modern mind, this is “religious fanaticism.” Religion is a fine thing, says this mindset, but let’s not overdo it. But that is exactly what the devil wants: a little religion, but not too much; a mild dose of it that can act like an antidote to the real thing. Sincere, passionate atheism is dangerous to the devil because it puts the God question front and center, even though it gives the wrong answer to it. Atheists have a dangerously high conversion rate. So do great sinners, whose passion makes them great saints when it is turned around. It takes less to turn a car around that is traveling fast in the wrong direction than to start up a car that is stuck. 

			Cowpox is a virus that is very similar to smallpox, and it acts as a vaccine against smallpox. A little religion is like a vaccine against the thing that is deadly to the devil: absolute, infinite, unlimited, nonnegotiable loyalty to Jesus Christ as our Lord and God and Savior and as the whole meaning of our lives and our whole hope of happiness and joy.

			Christ warns us against religious vaccination. His advertisement is not: “Add me to your life, add me to your list of friends on Facebook.” Rather, his advertisement is: “If you will follow me, you must be prepared to give up anything and everything for me. I can only be either everything or nothing to you, not something in between.” 

			Of course, if you do make him your absolute Lord, he will send you back to your family with far greater love and probably back to your possessions with greater appreciation, but also with detachment, the readiness to give them away if he wills it. But your possessions can become your god, and even your family can become your god (if they oppose your conversion and your conscience and you obey them instead of God); and that will sicken your relationship with them because it will become an addiction. Idolatry is addiction. 

			Actually, your refusal to put the burden of being your god on your family’s shoulders will free you to love them more. For every addiction, every idolatry, everything and anything that is worshiped as God instead of God, will always break and destroy itself. If you put second things first, you will lose not only the first thing, which is God, but also the second thing when you make it your god. The mad search for pleasure in addictive drugs destroys pleasure; alcoholism destroys your enjoyment of alcohol; greed destroys the small enjoyments that money can buy; selfish lust destroys the far greater joy of unselfish love; and idolizing any mortal, even your family, makes their death the death of God, the death of all hope and meaning and happiness for you. 

			Jesus is not a tyrant; he is the world’s greatest psychologist. He knows the secret of happiness and of misery, of freedom and slavery. For our own good he warns us against worshiping our idols, the most common and hidden one being ourselves. Even Jesus did not worship himself; he worshiped his Father. The persons of the Trinity are totally unselfish, and God only asks us to practice what he himself practices: self-forgetful, self-giving love. Jesus preaches only what he practices, and he asks us to practice only what we preach. If we preach Jesus, if we say we are Christians, that’s the deal. Give him everything. Trust him with everything. Your life, your death, your sanity, your happiness, your hope both for this life and for the next, your sex life, your financial life, your home life, your recreational life, your body, your mind, your soul, your feelings, your freedom, your rights, your time, your past, your future, your present. Give it to him now, with no conditions, no strings attached, no footnotes or fine print. Say and mean, “Thy will be done,” and then don’t duck. Do it now, in the next sixty seconds. I dare you. He dares you.  

		

	
		
			Twenty-fourth Sunday 
in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Exodus 32:7–11, 13–14	

			The Lord said to Moses, “Go down at once to your people, whom you brought out of the land of Egypt, for they have become depraved. They have soon turned aside from the way I pointed out to them, making for themselves a molten calf and worshiping it, sacrificing to it and crying out, ‘This is your God, O Israel, who brought you out of the land of Egypt!’ I see how stiff-necked this people is,” continued the Lord to Moses. “Let me alone, then, that my wrath may blaze up against them to consume them. Then I will make of you a great nation.” 

			But Moses implored the Lord, his God, saying, “Why, O Lord, should your wrath blaze up against your own people, whom you brought out of the land of Egypt with such great power and with so strong a hand? Remember your servants Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, and how you swore to them by your own self, saying, ‘I will make your descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky; and all this land that I promised, I will give your descendants as their perpetual heritage.’” So the Lord relented in the punishment he had threatened to inflict on his people.

				

			First of all, for purposes of theological clarity, let’s be clear that some of the language Scripture uses about God, the language we have to use about God, is true but not literal. We have only human analogies, and they are the best and highest ones we can use, but the language of our experience can apply to God only analogically, by a certain likeness. Just as God does not literally have a strong right hand or sit on a throne in the sky, so he does not really hate us and have wrath against us, but against the sins that harm us, and he does not really relent and change his mind. But what is said here in analogy is true. Symbolic or poetic or metaphorical or analogical language also can be true or false. “God is a worm” is false; “God is a lion” is true; and “God is both a lion and a lamb” is even more true. So when we say, “The sun was angry with me: it gave me a bad sunburn,” that’s true but not literal. And when we say, “God has wrath against me,” that’s true too, but not literal. It’s his love and wisdom and justice, which is to sin what light is to darkness, that appears as wrath to us when we sin, just as the sun’s warmth appears as harmful to us when we lie in the sun for hours without sunblock. It’s true that we will feel those bad effects, but not because the sun is bad or hates us.

			So God’s wrath blazes up against the sin of idolatry not in spite of his love but because of his love, as a loving parent might be angry at a child for doing something stupid and harmful to himself.

			The point of today’s Old Testament passage is that God is merciful, not hateful; he forgives even our stupidest and most harmful sins. They are inexcusable, and he does not excuse them, but he does forgive them if we repent.

			The point is also about Moses. He is a Christ figure in that he saves his people from their justly deserved punishment by his intercession. Christ does that for us: he suffers and dies for us, in our place, while he is on earth, and now, in heaven, he is interceding for us, pleading our case before the Father as Satan pleads against us. The word “Satan” means “the accuser.” He is our prosecuting attorney, and he truly hates us and wants to see us get the just punishments we deserve for our sins. He has a case! Justice seems to be on his side. Christ is our defense attorney, and he will win our case and our freedom if we employ him. Unlike earthly attorneys, his services are free. But we have to accept his services. That’s what faith does. As a famous Southern Baptist preacher put it, “Satan casts a vote against us and Jesus casts a vote for us, and we cast the deciding vote.” 

			Second Reading

			1 Timothy 1:12–17	

			Beloved: I am grateful to him who has strengthened me, Christ Jesus our Lord, because he considered me trustworthy in appointing me to the ministry. I was once a blasphemer and a persecutor and arrogant, but I have been mercifully treated because I acted out of ignorance in my unbelief. Indeed, the grace of our Lord has been abundant, along with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. This saying is trustworthy and deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners. Of these I am the foremost. But for that reason I was mercifully treated, so that in me, as the foremost, Christ Jesus might display all his patience as an example for those who would come to believe in him for everlasting life. To the king of ages, incorruptible, invisible, the only God, honor and glory forever and ever. Amen.

				

			St. Paul was once very, very far from being a saint. He was more like a Gestapo chief, filled with self-righteous hatred for Christians and getting his joy from exposing them, jailing them, and, in the case of St. Stephen, the first martyr, assisting at his stoning. How could such a man become a saint?

			Only because with God all things are possible. As he says in today’s epistle, he was dealt with mercifully rather than justly, “so that in me, as the foremost [sinner], Christ Jesus might display all his patience as an example for those who would come to believe in him”—an example of the wideness and wildness of God’s mercy and an example to other great sinners that they too can become great saints by the grace of this crazy God.

			Someone who hates Christians is closer to conversion than someone who is indifferent to them. The hater has passion and even a kind of wisdom: to see the importance of the issue. If Christianity is not true, it is the world’s biggest lie. If Christ is not God, he is the worst anti-God blasphemer who ever lived because he was only a man and claimed to be God. If the Church is not Christ’s true prophet, authorized by him to teach in his name and with his authority, then the Church is the world’s worst and most dangerous false prophet. If the Eucharist is not the Real Presence of Christ, his own Body and Blood, Soul and Divinity, then it is the most egregious idolatry in history: a billion people bowing to bread and worshiping wine, confusing it with the incarnate God. If the Church’s invitation to throw away all trust in the world and invest your whole soul, your whole future, your whole hope for happiness in Christ is not true, then it is the world’s most dangerous and destructive scam, a spiritual black hole gobbling up our spiritual investments and laughing at our highest hopes. If Christ’s assurance that those who lose themselves find themselves while those who assert themselves lose themselves is not true, then faith is the road to hell and pride is the road to heaven, not vice versa. 

			Even before St. Paul was a saint, he had the wits to see the stakes and feel the passion. 

			That’s the first lesson we should take from this epistle: that Christians are dangerous, as Christ is dangerous—dangerous to your comfort and security in remaining in the safe middle. And he is certainly not just a nice guy to be friends with, an ideal to look up to, an inspiring picture on the walls of your mind. If he is not your Lord, he is your enemy: the enemy of your old self—your comfortable, middle-of-the-road self. He is not a wet noodle with a pale yellow happy face. Look at the primary picture of Christ: look at a crucifix. Does that look nice? Does that look like a happy face? 

			The reason for this “fanaticism” on the part of our Lord and all of his saints is very simple. It is in the last line of our epistle. St. Paul prays: “To the king of ages, incorruptible, invisible, the only God, honor and glory forever and ever. Amen.” God is “the only God.” 

			God is the only God. Look at that fact as if you are realizing it for the very first time, because perhaps this is the very first time. Just because you check the box on a survey, just because the box is not atheism and not polytheism but monotheism, does not mean you realize it, appreciate it, and understand its radical, life-changing consequences. Most of us are like Martha, worrying about many things and dissipating our souls and our energy and our very identity in the many things, giving our heart to many things. That’s practical polytheism. Jesus says to us, as he said to worrying Martha, “There is need of only one thing” (Luke 10:42).  

			Because there is one God, only one source of all truth and all goodness and all beauty and joy, there is only one ultimate end and point and purpose of absolutely everything we do, from picking up a piece of dust in cleaning the house to dying as a martyr, from offering a few seconds to listen sympathetically to a troubled soul to offering all our prayers, works, joys, and sufferings to God every morning in the morning offering and on our deathbed.

			Perhaps we should add to our prayers the primary Jewish prayer, the shema, “Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our God, the Lord alone” (Deut. 6:4). Perhaps we should pray five times every day, as Muslims do, the primary Muslim prayer, the shahadah, and remind ourselves that “the only god is God.” 

			Just imagine how our lives and our fears and our worries would change. We would be like laser light, which gets its power to cut through steel by its concentration. Just imagine joining that concentrated passion with Christian love. Just imagine joining passion with compassion. We would reconvert the world. 

			It’s never too late to begin. St. Paul, pray for us.

			Gospel

			Luke 15:1–32	
(or Luke 15:1–10)

			Tax collectors and sinners were all drawing near to listen to Jesus, but the Pharisees and scribes began to complain, saying, “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them.” So to them he addressed this parable. “What man among you having a hundred sheep and losing one of them would not leave the ninety-nine in the desert and go after the lost one until he finds it? And when he does find it, he sets it on his shoulders with great joy and, upon his arrival home, he calls together his friends and neighbors and says to them, ‘Rejoice with me because I have found my lost sheep.’ I tell you, in just the same way there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous people who have no need of repentance. 

			“Or what woman having ten coins and losing one would not light a lamp and sweep the house, searching carefully until she finds it? And when she does find it, she calls together her friends and neighbors and says to them, ‘Rejoice with me because I have found the coin that I lost.’ In just the same way, I tell you, there will be rejoicing among the angels of God over one sinner who repents.” 

			Then he said, “A man had two sons, and the younger son said to his father, ‘Father give me the share of your estate that should come to me.’ So the father divided the property between them. After a few days, the younger son collected all his belongings and set off to a distant country where he squandered his inheritance on a life of dissipation. When he had freely spent everything, a severe famine struck that country, and he found himself in dire need. So he hired himself out to one of the local citizens who sent him to his farm to tend the swine. And he longed to eat his fill of the pods on which the swine fed, but nobody gave him any. Coming to his senses he thought, ‘How many of my father’s hired workers have more than enough food to eat, but here am I, dying from hunger. I shall get up and go to my father and I shall say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I no longer deserve to be called your son; treat me as you would treat one of your hired workers.”’ So he got up and went back to his father. While he was still a long way off, his father caught sight of him, and was filled with compassion. He ran to his son, embraced him and kissed him. His son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you; I no longer deserve to be called your son.’ But his father ordered his servants, ‘Quickly bring the finest robe and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. Take the fattened calf and slaughter it. Then let us celebrate with a feast, because this son of mine was dead, and has come to life again; he was lost, and has been found.’ Then the celebration began. Now the older son had been out in the field and, on his way back, as he neared the house, he heard the sound of music and dancing. He called one of the servants and asked what this might mean. The servant said to him, ‘Your brother has returned and your father has slaughtered the fattened calf because he has him back safe and sound.’ He became angry, and when he refused to enter the house, his father came out and pleaded with him. He said to his father in reply, ‘Look, all these years I served you and not once did I disobey your orders; yet you never gave me even a young goat to feast on with my friends. But when your son returns, who swallowed up your property with prostitutes, for him you slaughter the fattened calf.’ He said to him, ‘My son, you are here with me always; everything I have is yours. But now we must celebrate and rejoice, because your brother was dead and has come to life again; he was lost and has been found.’”

				

			Jesus is not a mathematician. He does not calculate numbers. He calculates individuals. The good shepherd had ninety-nine good sheep, which was quite enough for profit in the sheep business. How foolish to spend the whole day going after the one lost sheep! That’s not how you run a successful business. You cut your losses. But the Church is not a business, despite appearances and despite the attitude of some of her shepherds. The Church is a family, and a very large family at that. Yet no matter how many good sheep are safe at home in the family, if there is just one lost sheep, ninety-nine saved is too few for the good shepherd and just one lost sheep is too many. Mother Teresa was asked why she didn’t take grants from governments and institutions for her work, and she replied that her work was to do what Jesus did, and Jesus always did his work “one person at a time.”

			When anyone met Mother Teresa, they were always shocked at the fact that no matter how busy she was and no matter how many other people were around, when she talked to you, you felt like you were the only person in the world, because you were at that moment the only person in her world. She gave you her total attention, her total love, her total self every minute. The whole rest of the world dropped away and ceased to exist in her mind while she was talking to you. You were not one of millions; you were the only one. 

			Why did she do that? Because she knew Jesus, and she knew that Jesus died for her, not for “humanity”; she knew that if she had been the only person in the world Jesus would have done no less for her than he did for the whole world. She was like Jesus because she knew Jesus. 

			Jesus loves you not because he loves what you are, a member of the human race. He loves what you are because he loves you. If you were a Martian, he would love Martians because he loves you. Jesus loves you not because of what you are, a black sheep, a sinner, a rebel, an egotist, a fearful, cowardly child, a thoroughly imperfect human being. He loves sinners and rebels and egotists and cowards because he loves you and that is what you are. He loves your “what” because he loves your “you,” he does not love your “you” because he loves your “what.” 

			When Jesus talked to a crowd of one hundred, each person in the crowd did not feel 1 percent of his attention and love but 100 percent of it. That’s not mathematically possible. One out of a hundred cannot be as large as a hundred. 1 percent cannot be the same as 100 percent. But it is spiritually possible. That’s how love calculates—not by the computer but by the heart. 

			And that’s how we have to learn to love too.  

			In order to make this very point—that love transcends economic mathematics and that Jesus’ business is not a business—Jesus also speaks in terms of economic mathematics, in terms of calculation of profit and loss, when he talks about the difference between spiritual life and spiritual death, heaven and hell. He says, “What profit is there for one to gain the whole world and forfeit his life?” (Mark 8:36). 

			Jesus does speak about a “more” and a “less.” He says there is more rejoicing in heaven over the one lost sheep than over the ninety-nine safe at home. In his math, one can be greater than ninety-nine. Why? 

			The father of the prodigal son answered that question when the prodigal returned and the father threw a bigger party for him than he ever did for the older brother. When the jealous older brother pointed out that the prodigal ran up big bills and big sins and big rebellions while he, the older brother, never did, the father explained simply, “But now we must celebrate and rejoice, because your brother was dead and has come to life again; he was lost and has been found.” That infinitely important fact transcends all calculations. The difference between life and death is greater than the difference between more life and less life, better life and worse life. That’s true of natural life and death, and it’s even truer of supernatural life and death. 

			So within the human race, each individual is everything to Jesus; and within each individual, salvation is everything and every other success is nothing. 

			We can think that way too. Do you really think we shouldn’t? Can you honestly think that Jesus’ way of thinking isn’t the true way and yours is?

			If not, what are you going to do about that? What are you going to do about that today?

		

	
		
			Twenty-fifth Sunday 
in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Amos 8:4–7	

			Hear this, you who trample upon the needy 

			and destroy the poor of the land! 

			“When will the new moon be over,” you ask, 

			“that we may sell our grain, 

			and the sabbath, that we may display the wheat? 

			We will diminish the ephah, 

			add to the shekel, 

			and fix our scales for cheating! 

			We will buy the lowly for silver, 

			and the poor for a pair of sandals; 

			even the refuse of the wheat we will sell!” 

			The Lord has sworn by the pride of Jacob: 

			Never will I forget a thing they have done!

				

			The prophet Amos does two things here. First, he exposes the dishonest business practices of those who swindle their victims. He reveals the facts of what they are doing. They are using people and loving money instead of using money and loving people. They have everything upside down. God created man in his own image, but he did not create money, like silver, or the things money can buy, like wheat, in his own image. Therefore, persons are to be treated as ends, and things as means to the betterment of persons. Things are to be used for man, not man for things. Yet these crooked exploiters are treating people as means and things as ends, their poor victims as instruments, as means, and treating money and the things money can buy as their ends. 

			Second, the prophet reveals that even though the swindled poor do not have the knowledge to see this, God does; even though they do not have love of the poor, God does; and even though they do not have the power to do anything about it, God does. So because God is God, God has all wisdom to see the truth of injustices, and all will and motive to love all men and therefore to demand justice, and all power to enforce justice and to deal out just rewards and punishments. So in the end it is impossible that anyone will ever get away with anything. “God is not mocked, for a person will reap only what he sows” (Gal. 6:7).  God is not stupid, or selfish, or weak. That is a fact, and no one can ever change that fact, no matter how clever they are, no matter how selfish they are, and no matter how powerful they are. 

			These two facts are the basis for all morality. Morality is not based on ideals but on facts. We did not design and create the world with all its physical laws—God did. And we did not design and create the moral law—God did. The laws of justice are no more our invention than the laws of physics. And we can no more get away with disobeying the laws of justice by thinking that they are only relative and subjective and manmade than we can get away with disobeying the laws of physics by jumping off a cliff thinking that we are Superman and can fly.

			That is the same kind of insanity as thinking that you are the inventor and designer or redesigner of your gender. Biology, physics, morality, and religion are all objective facts that we discover, not subjective values that we invent. 

			Second Reading

			1 Timothy 2:1–8	

			Beloved: First of all, I ask that supplications, prayers, petitions, and thanksgivings be offered for everyone, for kings and for all in authority, that we may lead a quiet and tranquil life in all devotion and dignity. This is good and pleasing to God our savior, who wills everyone to be saved and to come to knowledge of the truth. 

			For there is one God. 

			There is also one mediator between God and men, 

			the man Christ Jesus, 

			who gave himself as ransom for all. 

			This was the testimony at the proper time. For this I was appointed preacher and apostle—I am speaking the truth, I am not lying—teacher of the Gentiles in faith and truth. 

			It is my wish, then, that in every place the men should pray, lifting up holy hands, without anger or argument.

				

			In this epistle, St. Paul is asking us to pray for two things: the proper use of power and authority, and the success of evangelization so that all mankind may come to know the truth. (The only honest reason for anyone to convert and believe the Gospel is that it is the truth, after all.) God wills these two things: that kings and those in authority use their power for the common good and that all men come to know the truth.

			Two important theological points are implied here. The first is that the common good, or the good of citizens, is the business of government: it exists for the ordinary lives of ordinary citizens, not vice versa. The greatness of a state does not come about by war and conquest but by simple people being able to live undisturbed and tranquil lives. The whole purpose of armies and navies, economies and laws, kings and parliaments, is to ensure that the humble peasant can sit around the fireplace and enjoy his family in peace. Happiness at home is more important than global glory. In 1940, Holland was a greater state than Germany.

			The second principle is that God wants all mankind to find the two absolute necessities: truth and salvation. God does not will some to heaven and some to hell. He wills all to heaven. Calvinism is wrong: God does not predestine some to hell and will that only some be saved. Love does not will damnation. There is a hell, but it is not chosen by God but by man. 

			God also does not will some to be ignorant of the truth and some to be wise. He wills all to know the truth because truth is an absolute. So is salvation—our eternal happiness and joy and good. Truth and goodness are the two things in us that constitute the image of God—our mind and our heart, or our will. Unlike all other animals, we seek truth for its own sake, and we seek goodness for its own sake. We have intellects and we have consciences. And the two go together. That is why St. Paul says God wants these two things: “Everyone to be saved and to come to knowledge of the truth.” 

			And then St. Paul summarizes the truth that Christians know in two points. (Notice that the word for our relationship to the truth is “knowledge,” not “opinion” or even just “belief” or “aspiration” or “meaning” or “ideals.” These points are facts, not “values,” “ideals,” or “ideas.” They are hard like rocks, not soft like Hallmark greeting cards.) 

			The two lines Paul quotes constitute one of the earliest Christian creeds, which summarizes the most important points of the divinely revealed truth: first, that there is one God, and second, that there is one Mediator, or Savior, the God-man, the Son of God, Jesus Christ. That is what Paul proclaims, like a newspaper reporter, or like a herald with a trumpet. 

			And two of the things we should pray for are that all come to know this truth about God and love him as God, and that all should use their power for the good of others. They should love their neighbors as themselves, even if they are kings.

			Gospel

			Luke 16:1–13	

			Jesus said to his disciples, “A rich man had a steward who was reported to him for squandering his property. He summoned him and said, ‘What is this I hear about you? Prepare a full account of your stewardship, because you can no longer be my steward.’ The steward said to himself, ‘What shall I do, now that my master is taking the position of steward away from me? I am not strong enough to dig and I am ashamed to beg. I know what I shall do so that, when I am removed from the stewardship, they may welcome me into their homes.’ He called in his master’s debtors one by one. To the first he said, ‘How much do you owe my master?’ He replied, ‘One hundred measures of olive oil.’ He said to him, ‘Here is your promissory note. Sit down and quickly write one for fifty.’ Then to another the steward said, ‘And you, how much do you owe?’ He replied, ‘One hundred kors of wheat.’ The steward said to him, ‘Here is your promissory note; write one for eighty.’ And the master commended that dishonest steward for acting prudently. 

			“For the children of this world are more prudent in dealing with their own generation than are the children of light. I tell you, make friends for yourselves with dishonest wealth, so that when it fails, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings. The person who is trustworthy in very small matters is also trustworthy in great ones; and the person who is dishonest in very small matters is also dishonest in great ones. If, therefore, you are not trustworthy with dishonest wealth, who will trust you with true wealth? If you are not trustworthy with what belongs to another, who will give you what is yours? No servant can serve two masters. He will either hate one and love the other, or be devoted to one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and mammon.”

				

			This Gospel is easy to misunderstand. Jesus is not praising dishonesty. The unjust manager misused his master’s money in the past and continued to misuse it in the present when on his own authority he lowered the amount his master’s debtors owed to the master. But Jesus praises him for two things: first, for being clever on a worldly level (he notes that the worldly are more enterprising and clever about money than the otherworldly are), and second, for using money for a higher purpose than making more money—that is, for making friends. He lost his friendship with his master over money, so he used money to make new friends—namely, his master’s debtors. 

			Jesus then says that this little worldly thing, the enterprising use of money, is an indication of a greater thing, the use of greater things, and that people who can be trusted to take care of this lesser thing, money, can also be trusted to take care of greater things than money.

			But then, at the end, he adds that not only are there greater things than money even in this life, such as friendship; there are much greater things in the next world and in our relationship to God. In fact, he says that it is impossible for anyone to have two gods, two masters, two greatest goods, two final ends and goals in life. You cannot give your single self to a double end, God and money. You either love God for his own sake and refuse to serve money and all the things money can buy, demoting it to a mere relative and instrumental means to that one ultimate end; or, you love money and the things money can buy in this world as your final end, your greatest good, your god, and you despise and demote God and the things of God to mere means to this other thing. 

			Jesus is reminding us of what he calls the very first and greatest of all the commandments: to love the Lord your God with your whole heart and soul and strength—and also with your mind, that clever mind that the fired manager used as a means to the higher end of worldly friendships and that you also ought to use for the higher end of your friendship with God.

			After all, God created it all and owns it all, and you are only the manager of a tiny portion of his goods. It all belongs to God, not to you. No matter what you give to God—your money, your stuff, your time, your life—you are only returning to him what is his. 

			You can’t make deals with God. You can’t carve up your life and say, “This part of it is for God and the rest is for me.” If you try to do that you will always be morally divided, a two-sided person, always negotiating and renegotiating your contract. It’s much more freeing and exhilarating and adventurous to give him absolutely everything and then gratefully accept all that he returns to you and not kvetch about the things he demands back, like your time, your lifetime, your life. In the words of the title of a movie that is bitterly anti-Catholic, anti-Christian, anti-God, anti-life, and pro-death and pro-“mercy”-killing, Whose Life Is It Anyway? That is the ultimate question we all have to answer with both our thought and with our action, with our faith and with our works of love.

			Jesus is a very practical man. In fact, Jesus was the most practical man who ever lived. He tells us and shows us, by his example, how to be realistic, how to practice realism, and how to live in reality. In reality, there are only three levels, three radically different kinds of reality. There is God, who is infinitely greater and better than people or things. And there are people, made in God’s image, who are infinitely greater than things as well as infinitely less great than God. And there are things, all the things money can buy, both goods and services, which are good but not nearly as good as God or as great as people. So, in order to practice realism, in order to live in real reality and not in the false reality that we dream, in order to be sane, we must worship God, love people, and use things. First, we must adore and worship God, not ourselves or each other or things. Second, we must love people and use things, not love things and use people. Third, we must use things, as enterprisingly and cleverly and responsibly as we can, as means to those two infinitely more important ends. 

			That is living in reality; that is being sane. In other words, sanity and sanctity are identical.

		

	
		
			Twenty-sixth Sunday 
in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Amos 6:1a, 4–7	

			Thus says the Lord the God of hosts: 

			Woe to the complacent in Zion! 

			Lying upon beds of ivory, 

			stretched comfortably on their couches, 

			they eat lambs taken from the flock, 

			and calves from the stall! 

			Improvising to the music of the harp, 

			like David, they devise their own accompaniment. 

			They drink wine from bowls 

			and anoint themselves with the best oils; 

			yet they are not made ill by the collapse of Joseph! 

			Therefore, now they shall be the first to go into exile, 

			and their wanton revelry shall be done away with.

				

			The prophet Amos, describing the luxurious life of the rich in Israel, is not condemning these things themselves. After all, God created them: ivory for their beds, lambs and calves for their dinners, music for their enjoyment, and wine “to gladden their hearts,” as the Psalmist put it (Ps. 104:15). He is condemning their attitude—not only their addiction to their creature comforts but above all their complacency about higher things: “they are not made ill by the collapse of Joseph”—that is, they are not sickened by Israel’s moral corruption, because they care more about their own physical pleasures than about the spiritual pains and sicknesses of their society. 

			Social justice is an essential part of Christianity. It is not the whole essence of it—that is Christ himself, and Jesus Christ is not the Super Social Worker or the Perfect Politician. But social justice, right relationships of love and goodwill, of both law and order and of personal compassion, publicly as well as privately, are divine commandments. That’s why abortion and euthanasia are issues of social justice, not just religious morality, and why the defense of human life, human rights, human freedom, and human families is a religious issue as well as a political issue. 

			If you read the whole of the short book of Amos, you will be struck by the fact that Amos denounced both private and public sins, both religious and political evils equally. He did not specialize, as so many do today on both sides, the so-called “right” and the so-called “left.” He denounces both liturgical abuses in the church and political abuses in the state, and he denounces both private sexual immoralities and public economic immoralities. He does not take any moral holidays. He does not specialize in one area of virtues and vices, so that he can feel self-righteous about one of them while ignoring the other one. The common good, or the public good, and the individual good, the private good, are not in a seesaw relationship, a quantitative relationship, so that the more attention he pays to one, the less he pays to the other. Just the opposite: the very same divine authority that demands righteousness in one area equally demands righteousness in the other. 

			We all have different and specialized vocations; but the vocation to do God’s will, to love him with our whole heart, is not a specialized vocation for saints, monks, and mystics only. We all have to calculate how much money and time we give to different causes, and we have to be selective, and prioritize, for money and time are finite resources; but we cannot be selective with our hearts. Love is not a finite resource, like money. The more money you spend here, the less you have to spend there. But that is not true of spiritual things like love and wisdom. There, the more you spend, the more you have left. That’s why it’s not loss but profit when we give the gift of love. And justice is a gift of love. 

			We don’t usually see it that way because we reduce love to a feeling. But love is not essentially a feeling but a choice and a deed, and that’s why justice, both social and individual, is a gift of love. We give people justice and respect their rights because we love them—that is, because we will their good. Because love is a choice of the will, we are responsible for it, and Amos can condemn the hardhearted rich in Israel who simply didn’t care about the oppressions and sufferings of the poor. 

			And he predicts the divine punishment of the Babylonian conquest, captivity, and exile that is inevitably coming not only to Israelites but also to Israel. God’s laws apply both to individuals and to societies. God does not have a double standard. Societies as well as individuals who obey his will always prosper, and those who disobey it always fail. It is inevitable. Because sins are like spiritual diseases, and they kill both souls and societies just as surely as viruses kill bodies.

			The causal relationship between individuals and societies works both ways—for evil as well as for good. Every sin you commit weakens your society as well as your soul, because your society is like your body; it is your social body. And every social disease infects all the individual souls in the society, just as every disease in the body weakens the whole body, because our society is our social body. There are no victimless crimes. When you harm another individual you harm the whole society, and when you help another individual you help the whole society. You are a single individual, but you are not an independent one-celled organism, like an amoeba; you are a cell in a larger social body.  

			There is always a double relationship between good souls and good societies. The causality always works both ways. One of the most effective ways to work for social justice is to cultivate individual sanctity. And one of the most effective ways to raise saints is to make saintly societies to raise them in. Good societies make it easy to be good and hard to be bad; bad societies make it easy to be bad and hard to be good.

			Good souls are the builders of good societies, and good societies are the builders of good souls. Those who did the most for social justice were the saints who prayed the most, loved the most, and sacrificed the most. No one in the twentieth century did more for global social justice and compassion to the poor than St. Teresa of Kolkata. We need spiritual clones of her. It does not take special talents, only willingness. There is no reason why you cannot be one of them.

			Second Reading

			1 Timothy 6:11–16	

			But you, man of God, pursue righteousness, devotion, faith, love, patience, and gentleness. Compete well for the faith. Lay hold of eternal life, to which you were called when you made the noble confession in the presence of many witnesses. I charge you before God, who gives life to all things, and before Christ Jesus, who gave testimony under Pontius Pilate for the noble confession, to keep the commandment without stain or reproach until the appearance of our Lord Jesus Christ that the blessed and only ruler will make manifest at the proper time, the King of kings and Lord of lords, who alone has immortality, who dwells in unapproachable light, and whom no human being has seen or can see. To him be honor and eternal power. Amen.

				

			This passage is full of paradoxes, apparent contradictions. I see four of them. 

			It begins with a paradox. Timothy is urged both to a gentle spirit and also, immediately after that, a fighting spirit: “Compete well for the faith. Lay hold of eternal life.” How can we be both a gentle pacifist and a warlike, fighting militarist? We can’t when we have to choose between being drafted and registering as a conscientious objector. But we can and we must when we choose to accept Christ, because, as Christ says in the Gospels, he offers us both war and peace. He offers us not the war that our own world and our own souls give us but the war that he gives us, and he offers us not the peace that the world gives us but the peace that the world cannot give us, peace with God and self and neighbor. But the only way to that peace with God is through a war against our own sins, a war against the three sources of all sin—the world, the flesh, and the devil; a war against the evil outside us and the evil within us and the evil above us; a war against greed for the things of this world and addiction to them; a war against lust that comes from our own fallen, selfish human nature, which is what is meant by “the flesh”; and a war against the pride that is the worst sin because it is the sin that comes from the devil, the demand to be our own God. We attain that peace, peace with God and self and neighbor, precisely through that war against the devil and the flesh and the world; and we fight that war precisely by embracing that peace. The two kinds of peace are at war with each other.

			First things first: as Thomas Merton says, “We are not at peace with others because we are not at peace with ourselves, and we are not at peace with ourselves because we are not at peace with God.” 

			The second paradox is that this faith that Paul praises Timothy for is both very private and very public. It is embraced individually and spiritually and invisibly and freely, but it is witnessed visibly and publicly and socially, as was Jesus’ faith before Pilate. 

			A strange thing to say. What “faith” was witnessed before Pilate? Faith in his Father, trust in his Father. Pilate apparently had the power of life or death over Jesus. Pilate was the lord and master of Jesus’ life. That is what our senses and our reason tell us. But faith knew better. Faith knew that Pilate was not the Lord, but that only God was the Lord. That faith on Jesus’ part was what startled and threatened Pilate. Thus when Pilate said, “Do you not know that I have power to release you and I have power to crucify you?” Jesus replied, “You would have no power over me if it had not been given to you from above.” And the Gospel then immediately goes on to say that “consequently, Pilate tried to release him” and said, “Shall I crucify your king?” And when they replied, “We have no king but Caesar,” the very next line is: “Then he handed him over to them to be crucified” (John 19:10–12, 15–16). Caesar, not God, was Pilate’s lord, the lord of the world, the lord of life and death. And Jesus’ accusers spoke the terrible truth about themselves when they said, “We have no king but Caesar.” Many Catholics say that today, too, when they compromise their faith for their success, for status envy, for prestige, for votes, or for the approval of the media, which are today’s lords of the world. 

			But Jesus’ faith was wholly in his heavenly Father, even on the cross when he no longer felt his Father’s presence and cried out in pain, “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46). That was an act of faith. He was not apostatizing but praying. He was quoting a prayer—Psalm 22. 

			The third paradox is that Paul calls God the one “who alone has immortality”; but don’t we have it too? Is Paul denying the immortality of the soul? Certainly not, but God alone has it by right; we get it only from God. It is literally a miracle. It violates physical and biological law. 

			Furthermore, positive immortality, immortal life rather than immortal death—in other words, heaven—comes only through Christ as our Savior. Scripture never describes hell as everlasting life, but everlasting death. 

			And the fourth paradox is that he says God dwells in “unapproachable light”—but don’t we approach him through Christ? Paul says that “no human being has seen [God],” but didn’t Jesus say, “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9)? Yes. John puts these apparently opposite points together when he says, “No one has ever seen God. The only Son, God, who is at the Father’s side, has revealed him” (John 1:18). 

			We can’t climb up to God, but he can climb down to us. He does that physically in the Incarnation, but he also does that spiritually. When a non-Christian comes to know God by honest reasoning about his creation and by accepting and obeying his conscience, God’s inner prophet, this happens through the Logos, the Mind of God, the Word of God, the pre-incarnate Christ. Thus John says that Christ is “the true light, which enlightens everyone” (John 1:9). But only the Incarnation makes God visible.

			Gospel

			Luke 16:19–31	

			Jesus said to the Pharisees: “There was a rich man who dressed in purple garments and fine linen and dined sumptuously each day. And lying at his door was a poor man named Lazarus, covered with sores, who would gladly have eaten his fill of the scraps that fell from the rich man’s table. Dogs even used to come and lick his sores. When the poor man died, he was carried away by angels to the bosom of Abraham. The rich man also died and was buried, and from the netherworld, where he was in torment, he raised his eyes and saw Abraham far off and Lazarus at his side. And he cried out, ‘Father Abraham, have pity on me. Send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue, for I am suffering torment in these flames.’ Abraham replied, ‘My child, remember that you received what was good during your lifetime while Lazarus likewise received what was bad; but now he is comforted here, whereas you are tormented. Moreover, between us and you a great chasm is established to prevent anyone from crossing who might wish to go from our side to yours or from your side to ours.’ He said, ‘Then I beg you, father, send him to my father’s house, for I have five brothers, so that he may warn them, lest they too come to this place of torment.’ But Abraham replied, ‘They have Moses and the prophets. Let them listen to them.’ He said, ‘Oh no, father Abraham, but if someone from the dead goes to them, they will repent.’ Then Abraham said, ‘If they will not listen to Moses and the prophets, neither will they be persuaded if someone should rise from the dead.’”

				

			First of all, Jesus did not tell us this parable to satisfy our curiosity about the nature of heaven and hell. It is a fantasy, a fiction, and its intended truth is not in its setting but in its theme, its message. It’s like Dante’s Divine Comedy or the updating of that story by C.S. Lewis in his fantasy novel The Great Divorce, in which various damned souls are allowed a bus trip to the borders of heaven and give their various reasons for preferring hell over heaven. 

			The point is in the last line. If you don’t want to repent and believe because that would mean changing your sinful ways, if you are too stubborn and selfish to listen to God’s other revelations, especially Moses and all the prophets, who all say the same thing (and we can include the inner prophet—namely, your own deepest conscience), then you won’t even listen to the one who did in fact literally rise from the dead. The one who is telling this story is the one that the story is really about; he is the one who will rise from the dead and still be ignored, rejected, and disobeyed. 

			That last line brings up the question: How can we be so stupid? Jesus performed many miracles, and some of the people who saw them still did not believe in him. In fact, some of the Pharisees accused him of working his miracles through satanic power. No one ever performed so many miracles, and no one ever rose from the dead; Jesus did, but people still did not believe in him. St. Paul says in one of his letters that there were still five hundred people alive in Jerusalem who saw the risen Jesus, so anyone who doubts that he really rose can go there and interview them (1 Cor. 15:6). There are eyewitnesses, and they had nothing to gain by lying and everything to lose by professing their faith in Christ to a culture that feared and hated and rejected him. That was true of the authorities in both the Roman and the Jewish establishments. With such powerful, practical evidence available, why did people not believe? And the evidence is well known today, so why do people still refuse to believe? 

			The answer is clearly not that there is not enough evidence. The answer is that they do not want to believe. The answer is not that there is a conflict between reason and faith, or a war between science and religion. That war is a totally phony war. There are zero causalities. Not a single dogma of the Christian religion has ever been disproved by a single discovery by a single scientist in all of human history. So why do our textbooks keep talking about this phony war as if it is the key to modern history? Why do unbelievers not look at the evidence? 

			Because they do not want to obey it. Truth makes claims on us. If Jesus really rose from the dead, then he is divine and has absolute authority over our lives—our whole lives, including the three things we worship as our gods: money, sex, and power—that is, autonomy, or freedom to do as we please with our lives, as if we had rights over God rather than God having rights over us. 

			That was the answer Jesus gave us at the end of his parable of the rich man and the beggar Lazarus: “If they will not listen to Moses and the prophets, neither will they be persuaded if someone should rise from the dead.” All God’s prophets, beginning with Moses and going through the whole Old Testament and ending with Jesus, seem to threaten us in the same way: they do not allow us to play God, to be the lords of our own lives, to repeat the same sin Adam and Eve committed in the Garden, to disobey God’s will because they doubted God—God’s power to enforce his laws, or God’s wisdom to know what is truly best for us, or, above all, God’s unselfish, loving intentions in insisting on our obedience to his laws, as if that obedience was for his benefit rather than ours, as if he was our slave master instead of our loving Father. We still think the same way, at least subconsciously; we fall for the devil’s clever advertisements that sanctity is a bummer and that sin is fun and that saints are sissies.

			Be really free. Think for yourself. Don’t be suckered in by the world’s oldest profession, which the Devil invented in the Garden of Eden: advertising. Don’t trust your own lust and greed and pride. Trust God’s will. After all, who’s your Daddy? Who’s the one you pray to when you pray the “Our Father”? He’s the one who gave up his own Son’s body and blood to you, for your salvation.

			While we live in this world, it looks like there’s evidence for the devil’s advertisements, for there seems to be no proportion between being moral and being rich. Jesus’ parable is very realistic: in this world, good guys often seem to finish last, like Lazarus, and the bad guys seem to finish first, like Dives, the selfish rich man. But that injustice is only temporary, and the justice of the next world is not. 

			But even in this life there is abundant evidence that the devil’s advertisements are false. The rich and famous and powerful commit suicide more often than the poor. Great saints are happier than great sinners. Meet the Hollywood elites or the rulers of drug cartels or human trafficking networks. Then visit Mother Teresa’s Missionaries of Charity. Look at the evidence. 

			Be realistic. Be practical. Inspect the advertisements. Here, on the one hand, is the lifestyle that you can live if you’re clever enough to find ways to satisfy your greed and lust and pride. And here, on the other hand, are Jesus and his saints, who live lives of detachment from greed and from riches, even when they are rich; and who live in relationships of love rather than lust; and who live in cheerful, self-forgetful humility rather than selfish, self-aggrandizing pride. Two lifestyles, two ways, two roads. The whole point of a road is to take you somewhere. Where do the two roads take you? As Jesus says in his parable, there is a great gap fixed between the two destinations. Which road are you on? Where does it lead? 

		

	
		
			Twenty-seventh Sunday 
in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Habakkuk 1:2–3, 2:2–4	

			How long, O Lord? I cry for help 

			but you do not listen! 

			I cry out to you, “Violence!” 

			but you do not intervene. 

			Why do you let me see ruin; 

			why must I look at misery? 

			Destruction and violence are before me; 

			there is strife, and clamorous discord. 

			Then the Lord answered me and said: 

			Write down the vision clearly upon the tablets, 

			so that one can read it readily. 

			For the vision still has its time, 

			presses on to fulfillment, and will not disappoint; 

			if it delays, wait for it, 

			it will surely come, it will not be late. 

			The rash one has no integrity; 

			but the just one, because of his faith, shall live.

				

			Here, in a nutshell, is God’s answer to the problem of evil. Why does he allow bad things to happen to good people and apparently good things to happen to bad people? Why doesn’t he intervene and set things right in this crooked world?

			The answer, from God himself, clearly written down for our instruction, is in two words: wait and trust. 

			We are in a story, not a mathematical formula. A story takes time to unfold. We are only in the middle of the story; we are not yet at the end of it. Our job is not to be satisfied, or content, or think we are already at the end of the road. We are running, not loafing. The original text said, “Write down the vision clearly so that he who runs may read.” God’s Word is a series of signs along our road. We are in a great story, like an epic or a fairy tale, and “here there be dragons.” We are in The Divine Comedy, not Dick and Jane Go to the Supermarket. 

			St. Thomas, quoting St. Augustine, says that “God would not allow any evil into any of his works unless his wisdom and power were such that he could bring an even greater good out of the evil.” The prime example of that is the greatest evil ever committed, the deliberate torture and murder of God himself, which brought about the greatest good ever attained: the salvation of the human race. We celebrate the bloody Crucifixion of God on a day we call “Good Friday.”

			So the first answer is: Wait. The story will unfold. “The truth will out.” It will become apparent. The gap between appearance and reality will eventually disappear. Have patience. 

			But to do that requires faith. And that is the second answer. The eyes of faith see that we are living in a comedy, not a tragedy. The eyes of the body see the blood on the cross, but the eyes of faith see our salvation there. The eyes of the body see the Christians in the Coliseum being eaten by the lions, but the eyes of faith see them eating lion meat at heaven’s banquet table. 

			In other words, God says the same thing to Habbakuk as he says to Job at the end of that famous story about the problem of evil, about why bad things happen to good people, about why the story of our lives often does not look like the divine comedy, the triumph of good over evil. What he says is, essentially, “Trust me. I know what I’m doing. I’m your Daddy.” 

			The last line of our reading today contrasts two attitudes. The unrighteous man is rash and impatient. He demands instant gratification, as if this world is a giant fast-food restaurant. He sees that crime often does pay in this world. He has no patience because he has no faith, no trust in God to know what he is doing. His god is either stupid, or wicked, or weak. He is worshiping an idol, not the true God. The righteous man, however, lives by faith in this world and therefore will live forever by sight in the next. In the next world, he will see God because in this world he did not demand sight but only faith. As Jesus said in his Sermon on the Mount, “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God” (Matt. 5:8 RSV-CE). “The pure of heart” are those who have faith. Jesus is saying: If you have faith, if you trust, if you believe, then you will see. If you will not believe until you see, if you say “seeing is believing,” if you say, “I don’t believe it because I don’t see it,” then you will never see it. As the old hymn says, “Trust and obey, for there’s no other way.”

			It really is that simple. It’s not easy, but it’s simple. We don’t have to be very intelligent to understand it, but we have to be holy, humble, and honest to obey it. We wish it was more complicated and easier; that way, we could blame our minds for not seeing it rather than our wills for not obeying it. 

			When his enemies challenged his teaching, Jesus replied, “Whoever chooses to do [the Father’s] will shall know whether my teaching is from God or whether I speak on my own” (John 7:17). God has revealed his will for us very clearly. He has put up very clear signs along the road of life so that those who run may read. We all know the two great commandments; the thing that’s missing is doing them. 

			If we believe God’s Word, if we have faith and trust, then we will obey. Faith always produces good works, the works of love; faith and works are one, or two dimensions of one thing, one kind of life. And the result of that two-part life of faith in this world will be sight in the next: the beatific vision. First faith, then works, then sight; first faith, then love, then joy; first faith, then righteousness, then reward: these three acts of the play that is the Christian life are like the roots, the shoots, and the fruits of a single plant.

			Second Reading

			2 Timothy 1:6–8, 13–14	

			Beloved: I remind you to stir into flame the gift of God that you have through the imposition of my hands. For God did not give us a spirit of cowardice but rather of power and love and self-control. So do not be ashamed of your testimony to our Lord, nor of me, a prisoner for his sake; but bear your share of hardship for the gospel with the strength that comes from God. 

			Take as your norm the sound words that you heard from me, in the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. Guard this rich trust with the help of the Holy Spirit that dwells within us.

				

			Paul’s advice to Timothy is full of military imagery. 

			He calls Timothy to stir his priestly ordination—“the imposition of my hands”—into “flame.” Like Jesus, who says, “I have come to set the earth on fire, and how I wish it were already blazing!” (Luke 12:49). 

			He says this sacrament of ordination, like the sacrament of Confirmation, makes us strong. It gives other virtues too, but strength is the one he emphasizes. 

			He says to never be “ashamed” of Christ or the Gospel, or of the faith, or of Paul’s shameful imprisonment. Shame is a kind of fear, which paralyzes action and saps strength. 

			He speaks of the strength God gives to bear hardship. That is the definition of courage, which is the essential virtue of the warrior. 

			He says to “guard” the deposit of faith. The two essential military strategies are the offensive and the defensive, to conquer the territories or the equipment that we do not yet possess and to guard what we do possess. Faith is called a “rich trust,” like a deposit in a bank. It gathers interest to increase it, and it is also guarded against decrease.

			Christ is a warrior as well as a lover. Life is war as well as love. The Christian life is a life of love, but it is also a life of spiritual warfare. In fact, it is a life of warfare because it is a life of love. The surgeon makes war against the cancer—he hates the cancer—because he loves the patient and the patient’s health. Compassion and courage are equally necessary.

			And this is an unusual combination. The saint is like the medieval knight: a gentleman, both gentle and manly. It’s much easier to be one without the other. The gentle are often unmanly and the manly are often ungentle. The compassionate are tempted to be suspicious of military imagery, as if it was unloving; the courageous are tempted to be suspicious of compassion, as if it were weakness. 

			This has always been true throughout history. The only thing that changes is which virtues are specialized in, which are emphasized, and which are ignored. Our ancestors tended to be better than we are at the hard virtues like courage and honesty and chastity and temperance, and worse than we are at the soft virtues like compassion and pity and mercy and forgiveness and sympathy. In terms of traditional gender imagery, they were afraid to be gentle, and we are afraid to be manly.  

			But these two different kinds of virtues in the soul are like the bones and the flesh in the body: they are equally necessary. We cannot afford to be either hard skeletons alone or soft flesh alone, either heartless or spineless, either dry skeletons or wet noodles. 

			And, as Paul points out, there is a single source of both kinds of virtue—the Holy Spirit. God is supremely strong and supremely gentle. Every man and woman must be both to be completely human and to express the complete image of God—the God who is both strong and gentle. 

			The two genders have different forms of strength and different forms of gentleness, but both genders need both strength and gentleness. Men do not need women who are either weak or cruel any more than women need men who are either weak or cruel. (By the way, weakness and cruelty usually go together. The cruel bully is really a weakling.) But the strength of a man expresses itself differently than the strength of a woman. The same is true about gentleness. The gentleness of an elephant expresses itself differently than the gentleness of a cat. Men tend to be more clumsy and women more classy in their ways of being gentle, but both need to be gentle, and both need to be strong, because God is both gentle and strong. Go to him for both virtues.

			Gospel

			Luke 17:5–10	

			The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith.” The Lord replied, “If you have faith the size of a mustard seed, you would say to this mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and planted in the sea,’ and it would obey you. 

			“Who among you would say to your servant who has just come in from plowing or tending sheep in the field, ‘Come here immediately and take your place at table’? Would he not rather say to him, ‘Prepare something for me to eat. Put on your apron and wait on me while I eat and drink. You may eat and drink when I am finished’? Is he grateful to that servant because he did what was commanded? So should it be with you. When you have done all you have been commanded, say, ‘We are unprofitable servants; we have done what we were obliged to do.’”

				

			What holds these two sayings of Jesus together? Why did Luke put them next to each other? Because in the first one, the Apostles are overestimating their faith, and in the second one they are overestimating their good works.

			Let’s look at the first one first. Their request to Jesus to increase their faith seems to imply both great humility and great faith to begin with: humility because they are not content with the amount of faith they have, and faith because they ask him for the gift of faith, which implies that he is God, for no mere human being can give the gift of faith to another.

			Yet Jesus’ reply takes them down a peg. He says that their faith is smaller than a mustard seed, which is the smallest of all seeds. If they had even that much faith, they could work miracles: they could move mountains, or at least trees. 

			They were making three mistakes. First, they thought it would take a faith as big as an elephant to be able to command miracles like transplanting trees into the sea. But Jesus said it would only take faith the size of a mustard seed, which they did not yet have. Second, they thought that their faith was about as big as a mouse, which is a lot smaller than an elephant but a lot bigger than a mustard seed. And third, they thought they had pretty good humility for thinking that their faith was only as big as a mouse, not as big as an elephant. 

			Jesus takes them down in three ways. First, by saying that faith is so powerful that even an amount of it much smaller than a mouse could move mountains. Second, by implying that their faith was not only smaller than a mouse but even smaller than a mustard seed. Third, by implying that their humility was much smaller than they thought it was. They are not only too proud of their faith but also too proud of their humility. 

			Jesus is constantly taking his Apostles down when they feel up and taking them up when they feel down. That’s because he gives them what they need, not what they want or what they expect. He always moves us on to see what we didn’t see before. That’s why we need him—not to tell us where we are right but to tell us where we are wrong. We already know where we are right but we don’t know where we are wrong. 

			Then he tells them a second parable, this one about their good works. They seem pretty good in that department, having left everything to follow him, and having promised to be faithful to the end, to death if necessary. And they thought they had the courage and fidelity to fulfill that promise, which they didn’t, because when the test came they all ran away when Jesus was arrested. Peter denied knowing him three times; John was the only one who stayed with Mary under his cross.

			Isaiah the prophet had written that “all our just deeds are like polluted rags” (Isa. 64:5). Jesus says something similarly shocking in his parable of the faithful servant who obeys his master’s orders to serve him: that he is only an “unprofitable servant.” He is unprofitable because he does not bring his master any profit; he did not do anything more than he was paid to do and was under contract to do. He did the minimum well, but he only did the minimum. He did not go beyond the call of duty.

			That’s what all the saints say about their own righteousness: that it is much less than their duty, less than what God deserves; they see themselves not as saints who need praise but sinners who need forgiveness.

			Are the saints all wrong? Could it be that the more right you are about God the more wrong you are about yourself? Does holiness make you stupid?

			Or are the saints all exaggerating? Does Jesus exaggerate? Do you think you are better than Jesus thinks you are? 

			If not, then please do not ask God for justice—ask him for mercy. Do not claim your just rewards: they will be too tiny to see. Stand on Christ’s righteousness, not your own, at the judgment.

			While running for president back in the sixties, Senator Ed Muskie was speaking to a crowd of farmers in an Iowa field, and they forgot to bring him a wooden platform to stand on. So he climbed up on the highest thing he saw, a farm machine, and when they told him it was a manure spreader, he said, “Well, this is the first time in my life I have to give a Democratic speech from a Republican platform.”

			Our platform, our plea, our only hope is God’s mercy. Our righteousness is a manure spreader. Or, in Isaiah’s words, filthy rags. Our faith is smaller than a mustard seed. But God’s mercy in Christ is greater than all the sins in the world.

		

	
		
			Twenty-eighth Sunday 
in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			2 Kings 5:14–17	

			Naaman went down and plunged into the Jordan seven times at the word of Elisha, the man of God. His flesh became again like the flesh of a little child, and he was clean of his leprosy. 

			Naaman returned with his whole retinue to the man of God. On his arrival he stood before Elisha and said, “Now I know that there is no God in all the earth, except in Israel. Please accept a gift from your servant.” 

			Elisha replied, “As the Lord lives whom I serve, I will not take it”; and despite Naaman’s urging, he still refused. Naaman said: “If you will not accept, please let me, your servant, have two mule-loads of earth, for I will no longer offer holocaust or sacrifice to any other god except to the Lord.”

				

			Miracles are always displays of truth, first of all, not power. The Greek word for “miracle” in the New Testament means literally “sign.” A sign, however important it is, is never as important as the thing it signifies, the thing it points to beyond itself. 

			Naaman, the Syrian general, had leprosy. He traveled to Israel because he had heard about Elisha, the prophet of the God of Israel who worked miracles. (Actually, no man can work miracles; only God works miracles, not man; man is only his instrument.) And when Naaman had enough faith to obey the prophet’s humbling command to wash seven times in the Jordan River, he was suddenly healed of the terrible disease.

			The miracle done for Naaman was twofold: it healed his body of leprosy and his soul of idolatry. The most important miracle was done to the most important part of him—his soul. The sudden healing of the leprosy was only a sign that pointed beyond itself to the God who heals souls as well as bodies. Healing souls is much harder because bodies put up no resistance to God, while souls do. 

			The most important miracle here was Naaman’s conversion. The most wonderful words in the story are not “his flesh became again like the flesh of a little child,” but “I will no longer offer holocaust or sacrifice to any other god except to the Lord.” 

			When Jesus performed the miracle of raising Lazarus’ body from the tomb, he first performed the more important miracle of raising Martha’s faith from the vague, impersonal “I know he will rise, in the resurrection on the last day,” to “I have come to believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God” (John 11:24, 27). Jesus did not come to teach the resurrection to new life but to be the resurrection and the life. He said to Martha: “I am the resurrection and the life; whoever believes in me, even if he dies, will live, and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die. . . . Do you believe this?” (John 11:25–26). That is what he says to us too. And he demands an answer.

			Second Reading

			2 Timothy 2:8–13	

			Beloved: Remember Jesus Christ, raised from the dead, a descendant of David: such is my gospel, for which I am suffering, even to the point of chains, like a criminal. But the word of God is not chained. Therefore, I bear with everything for the sake of those who are chosen, so that they too may obtain the salvation that is in Christ Jesus, together with eternal glory. This saying is trustworthy: 

			If we have died with him 

			we shall also live with him; 

			if we persevere 

			we shall also reign with him. 

			But if we deny him 

			he will deny us. 

			If we are unfaithful 

			he remains faithful, 

			for he cannot deny himself.

				

			The last three sentences of today’s epistle were being quoted by St. Paul as something familiar to the early Christians. It was either a hymn or a prayer or a creed—perhaps all three. Creeds and hymns can be excellent structures of prayer and contemplation, which means simply thinking into something slowly and deeply. Part of prayer can be confessing to God what you believe (and thus, creeds) or singing it (and thus, hymns). What we separate as distinct religious activities are usually best when combined together as one thing, such as praying and Bible reading, confessing creeds and contemplating them, or working and singing. Five good ways of praying are Bible reading, working, singing hymns, confessing creeds, and contemplating.

			The three sentences are: “If we have died with him we shall also live with him; if we persevere we shall also reign with him. But if we deny him he will deny us. If we are unfaithful he remains faithful, for he cannot deny himself.”  

			Let’s look at each of the three sentences. St. Paul introduces them with words that can be translated in this way: “This saying, which you have heard, is totally reliable.”

			The first sentence is: “If we have died with him we shall also live with him.” How can we have died with him if we are still alive and praying and thinking? 

			St. Paul, in another epistle, tells his readers, “You have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God” (Col. 3:3). We are dead in two ways. First, in Baptism. Baptism means a kind of drowning, a going underwater, a kind of spiritual death to the old self and old life, the life we got from our ancestors, from Adam and Eve and from our parents and from all the intermediaries between, the self we were born into the world with, the self with original sin, the self divorced from God and from his divine life. Our new life is the divine life Christ has and gives us. You can’t give what you don’t have, so our human ancestors can’t give us divine life because they are not divine. God can, because he is, and does, in Christ. And the first way he does it is in Baptism. 

			The second way we have died is our own choice. If we were baptized as infants, we did not make that choice—our parents did. We need to ratify that choice ourselves by our personal act of faith, both privately and publicly, and one way we do that is by accepting the sacrament of Confirmation. And that faith that we freely choose as adults is also a life, one that paradoxically entails a kind of deliberate dying. If we have accepted Christ as our Lord, then we have died to our own self-will, to ourselves as our own lord, our own god, and our own savior. We have died to the false prophets of pop psychology who dominate our culture. They tell us to simply accept ourselves as we are; Jesus tells us to give ourselves away. They tell us to be proud of ourselves; Jesus tells us to be humble and honest enough to confess that we are sinners and to ask God for forgiveness. They tell us to be content; Jesus tells us to hunger and thirst for righteousness so that we can be filled. Pop psychology tells us to just be ourselves; Jesus tells us to be saints. 

			Jesus’ prescription for life is a twofold dying—receiving Baptism and choosing to believe. Baptism is objective and visible; the personal act of faith is subjective and invisible. Both are a kind of death and resurrection to new life in Christ—divine life, supernatural life, eternal life. In that way, faith does the same thing Baptism does: just as we symbolically die by the waters of Baptism, we also die by putting ourselves under God by faith and trust. In giving us free will, God says to all of us, “Thy will be done.” It’s up to us to say the same back to him.

			The second sentence is this: “If we persevere we shall also reign with him.” At the end of the life of faith, faith will no longer be necessary because we will see God and reign with him in glory. Faith is like the first stage of a two-stage rocket, or like the placenta: it is essential for development, but after it does its work, it is no longer needed and drops away. The caterpillar becomes a butterfly. The pauper becomes a prince. The seed that fell into the dark earth, humbly and invisibly, becomes a beautiful flower and rises into the sunlight. If we bow down and say, “My Lord,” he raises us up and says, “My brother! my sister!”

			The third sentence is the opposite option, the negation of the first one, and it logically follows from the first. Just as faith, hope, and love necessarily cause joy, so their absence must necessarily cause misery. Just as if we accept him, he accepts us, so if we deny him, he will deny us. 

			Not as a punishment or because he hates us, but because, as the last sentence says, he cannot deny himself; he cannot deny what he himself is—namely, unselfish love. If he sees that love in us, he cannot deny that—he cannot say no to our yes. But for the very same reason, he cannot say yes to our no. That would equally be for him to deny himself, to deny what he is—Love Itself. 

			Force removes the other’s freedom, but love affirms it. He is love; therefore, he affirms our free choice. If our deepest desire is only to be ourselves without him, then that is exactly what we will get, and that is the definition of hell. The fire and torture are only symbols; the reality is far worse. It is eternal hopelessness and aloneness. But if our deepest desire is to be like him and to be with him, if we hold out to the end and die in that state, the state of divine grace, then that desire of our hearts is what we will get—and that is the definition of heaven. The white robes, golden streets, and haloes are only symbols. The reality is far better. It is eternal ecstasy and loving communion with God and one another.

			The fourth sentence explains the reason for hell: Even if we are unfaithful, whether we are faithful or unfaithful, he will still remain faithful. He cannot deny himself. He is faithful both to his own nature and to ours. Because he is faithful to his own nature as love, he cannot love lovelessness. He cannot affirm denial; he cannot pretend that our self-created hells are his heaven. And because he is faithful to our nature as free to choose, he cannot become a tyrant and use violence and force on us. He cannot rape our souls, only seduce them. 

			If you are offended by those two sexual analogies, you prove that you follow the Puritans and the Victorians rather than the saints. Sex is very beautiful and very holy because it is the image of divine love in human nature. And whatever is very beautiful and very holy becomes very ugly and very unholy when it is perverted. Both its beauty and its perversions are far greater than we usually think.

			In the last book of the Bible, the last thing that happens in all of time, in all of human history, is a wedding between the Lamb and his Bride, between Christ and his Church—which is us! If heaven is an eternal marriage, hell is an eternal divorce. And there can be no marriage of heaven and hell. There is a great divorce between heaven and hell because there is a great divorce between marriage and divorce. Divorce is one of the most painful things we can ever do, both for ourselves and even more for our children, precisely because marriage is one of the most joyful things that we can ever do, both for ourselves and for our children. The same has to be true in the next life. 

			Gospel

			Luke 17:11–19	

			As Jesus continued his journey to Jerusalem, he traveled through Samaria and Galilee. As he was entering a village, ten lepers met him. They stood at a distance from him and raised their voices, saying, “Jesus, Master! Have pity on us!” And when he saw them, he said, “Go show yourselves to the priests.” As they were going they were cleansed. And one of them, realizing he had been healed, returned, glorifying God in a loud voice; and he fell at the feet of Jesus and thanked him. He was a Samaritan. Jesus said in reply, “Ten were cleansed, were they not? Where are the other nine? Has none but this foreigner returned to give thanks to God?” Then he said to him, “Stand up and go; your faith has saved you.”

				

			The key to understanding what’s going on in the story in today’s Gospel is the last line, Jesus’ words to the leper who was healed and returned to give thanks and praise to God—“in a loud voice,” no less. (You have to imagine the scene, not just think about it. He probably sounded as impolite and as annoying as a leaf blower to some of the bystanders.) Jesus’ last words are: “Your faith has saved you.” 

			Although only this one of the ten lepers added praise and gratitude to faith, all ten lepers were healed by their faith in Jesus. That faith was shown when they met Jesus’ test. Jesus did not heal them then and there, as soon as they asked (also in a loud voice—the text says they “raised their voices”) “Jesus, Master! Have pity on us!” The fact that they come to Jesus for a healing expresses one level of faith. The fact that they call him “Master” expresses a higher level of faith. But the fact that they all obey him and go off to show themselves to the priests who will certify that they are cleansed—the fact that they do that before they are cleansed; the fact that it is only on the way to the priests that they receive the miracle—that shows that their faith was on a still higher level. They trusted Jesus so much that they believed they were to be healed, and acted as if they were healed, even before it happened. 

			Our faith should be like that. When we pray for a good thing and do not get it, at least at first, Jesus tells us, “All that you ask for in prayer, believe that you will receive it and it shall be yours” (Mark 11:24). In other words, pray as if we had already received it. Thank God for it even before you get it. That’s what Mary did at Cana when she responded to Christ’s apparent rebuff by telling the waiters, “Do whatever he tells you,” confident that he would do the right thing before he did it. 

			Why? Not because we are playing mental tricks on ourselves, as some psychologists tell us to do, and certainly not because we can manipulate God, but because we can be certain that since God is infinitely good and loving, and infinitely wise, and infinitely powerful, we will receive what we have asked for if it is really a good thing for us, as we think it is. We can be certain ahead of time if only we have that faith that is so easy to justify and so hard to practice. It is easy to justify because if God is indeed God, if God is infinitely loving and wise and powerful, then all things, even bad things, must work together for our best good in the end. But it is hard to believe that; it is a test of faith. We are invited to be like the ten lepers, who acted as if they had already received the healing from Jesus and went off to show themselves to the priests. 

			Of course, we may be wrong about what is best for us because our thought is not infallible. But God is. We make mistakes about what is best for us. He never does.

		

	
		
			Twenty-ninth Sunday 
in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Exodus 17:8–13	

			In those days, Amalek came and waged war against Israel. Moses, therefore, said to Joshua, “Pick out certain men, and tomorrow go out and engage Amalek in battle. I will be standing on top of the hill with the staff of God in my hand.” So Joshua did as Moses told him: he engaged Amalek in battle after Moses had climbed to the top of the hill with Aaron and Hur. As long as Moses kept his hands raised up, Israel had the better of the fight, but when he let his hands rest, Amalek had the better of the fight. Moses’ hands, however, grew tired; so they put a rock in place for him to sit on. Meanwhile Aaron and Hur supported his hands, one on one side and one on the other, so that his hands remained steady till sunset. And Joshua mowed down Amalek and his people with the edge of the sword.

				

			All God’s miracles are teaching devices. The Greek word for them means literally “signs.” They point to something, they have a point, and the point is never simply power. The power is there for the point, not the point for the power. The power is used as a means to make the point; the point is not a means to call our attention to the power.

			So what’s the point of this story? Not the miraculous power in Moses’ arms to win the battle as long as he kept them raised, because there was no power in the arms, but only in God who temporarily gave them the power. The point is rather that when God works a miracle, he sometimes requires us to work with him, to literally co-operate; he exalts his subordinates. God didn’t do it without Moses but only with him. Moses had to do the work of keeping his arms raised.

			A second lesson is the realization that none of us can do much alone. We are finite. Our efforts are finite. Moses could not do the work of God by himself; he could not keep his arms raised all day. We need each other.

			Therefore, God sends us friends. The weakness of each individual that makes him need friends is really a power—the minus is a plus, a blessing—because friendship itself is a great power and a great blessing. We need others, not just to do the work we cannot do alone, but for themselves—not just for the sake of the work, but for the workers, for friendship’s sake. We need others’ friendship even more than we need their work. Our need for their work, their cooperation, is a part of our larger need for their friendship.

			Friendship is a test of our humility. Satan has no friends because the proud resent their dependence on friends. The humble do not. The Bible says Moses was great because he was humble: “Now the man Moses was very humble, more than anyone else on earth” (Num. 12:3).

			Meekness and humility are strengths because they open us to others and their help. And those others include inferiors as well as superiors. Aaron and Hur were less than Moses in many ways. Moses was the greatest of the prophets. But on this day, Moses was dependent on Aaron and Hur as much as they were dependent on him.

			Chess, tennis, fencing, and boxing are not team sports. Football, baseball, basketball, and hockey are. Living is a team sport. God deliberately designed us that way, to make our victory and success dependent on others.

			Second Reading

			2 Timothy 3:14–4:2	

			Beloved: Remain faithful to what you have learned and believed, because you know from whom you learned it, and that from infancy you have known the sacred Scriptures, which are capable of giving you wisdom for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All Scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for refutation, for correction, and for training in righteousness, so that one who belongs to God may be competent, equipped for every good work. 

			I charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who will judge the living and the dead, and by his appearing and his kingly power: proclaim the word; be persistent whether it is convenient or inconvenient; convince, reprimand, encourage through all patience and teaching.

				

			“Scripture” means “sacred writings,” writings not just about God but from God, inspired by God. When St. Paul wrote this passage, the canon, or list of books that constituted “scripture,” was not yet complete. The Jews were in process of defining their “canon,” and the Christians did not define theirs until centuries later. But both Jews and Christians defined their canon by practice, by use, by the fact that the same books were seen and used by the whole community as Scripture for centuries, with very little controversy about them. When St. Paul wrote these words, his own letters were not yet part of the Christian canon of New Testament books, of course, and one of the Gospels, John, had not yet been written; so what he means by “Scripture” at that time was what we Christians call the Old Testament. It’s notable that he says that the Old Testament Scriptures, even without the New, are “capable of giving you wisdom for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.” In other words, that the over three hundred specific prophecies in the Jewish Scriptures about the Messiah clearly point to Christ.

			God gave us the Scriptures, both Old and New Testaments, or Covenants, as “wisdom”—that is, not as a set of puzzles for theologians to solve, or as bits of data for historians to collect, or as a set of cultural “values” for psychologists and sociologists to evaluate, but as a practical guide to life and salvation, a road map through this world and into the next. The purposes that St. Paul lists for the Scriptures, the reasons God inspired our Scriptures, are all practical: “wisdom,” “salvation,” “teaching,” “refutation” (of errors), “correction” (of sins), and “training in righteousness”—in other words, to help us to become what we are designed to be, to attain the end and purpose and meaning of human life, which is to become saints. 

			In order to attain this end, we need to know it. In order to be good, we need to know the truth. Truth and goodness are our two most absolute needs, the two things we need most. They are also the two most important attributes of God. Our minds, which can know truth, and our wills, which can freely choose the good, are the two things that distinguish us from all other animals. These are also the two reasons God gave us the Scriptures: to know the truth and to live it. 

			If you read today’s passage carefully, you will find seven things that St. Paul tells us about Scripture. 

			First, that we should have been taught it from the beginning, when we were children. God’s Word is for everybody, of every age, including children. The lessons of the Bible are so clear that children can understand them (sometimes better than scholars, who lose the forest for the trees), but also so profound that the greatest scholars and theologians cannot exhaust them. They are like the sea. 

			Second, that we must remain faithful to it. Christians do not have to be political conservatives, but they do have to be scriptural conservatives—that is, faithful. They are like an anchor, or a root, or a foundation.

			Third, that all of Scripture is inspired by God. “Inspired” means literally “in-breathed.” The same word, in both Hebrew and Greek, means three things, which we tend to separate but which this word unites: first, “wind” or “air”; second, “breath” or “breath of life” or “life”; and third, “spirit.” We make a sharp distinction between things like air that have neither life nor a spiritual soul; animals, which have life but not a spiritual soul; and man, who has both life and a spiritual soul with reason and free will. But the word ruach in Hebrew and the word pneuma in Greek contain all three meanings. 

			“Inspiration” does not mean “word-for-word dictation,” reducing the human writer to something passive like a piece of paper or a programmed robot. When God uses human agents, he does not take away their human nature but speaks through it. The Bible is like Jesus in that way: fully human as well as fully divine. Both the Bible and Jesus are called “the Word of God.” The Bible is the Word of God in the words of men. It has two authors, the one divine author and many human authors. 

			Paul’s fourth point is that the point of Scripture is practical: to help us to our life’s purpose and goal, which is “righteousness,” or sanctity. 

			Fifth, that for that end we need to know the truth. We need true righteousness, true goodness, true love. Therefore, we need doctrine, or teaching, and we also need refutation of error, because we understand truth only by contrast with untruth. 

			Sixth, that this “training in righteousness” cannot be narrow or specialized but “complete,” like a complete set of tools, a set of virtues for all of human nature and all of human life. In Ephesians, Paul uses the image of a complete set of weapons for spiritual warfare: “Put on the armor of God. . . . Stand fast with your loins girded in truth, clothed with righteousness as a breastplate, and your feet shod in readiness for the gospel of peace. In all circumstances, hold faith as a shield, to quench all [the] flaming arrows of the evil one. And take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God” (Eph. 6:13–17).

			This last weapon that Paul mentions is Scripture itself. Here is how Scripture describes itself, like a sword in the hands of a great swordsman, the Holy Spirit: “The word of God is living and effective, sharper than any two-edged sword, penetrating even between soul and spirit, joints and marrow, and able to discern reflections and thoughts of the heart” (Heb. 4:12). When we open this book, we meet not just a book but a person. It is like a window: when we open the shutters, we see someone, looking at us. When we open this door, we meet the one who said, “I am the door” (John 10:9 RSV-CE). This book, this sword, this door, speaks! A talking book, a talking sword, a talking door! This is not a safe book. It should come with warning labels. It does things to you. 

			Seventh, and finally, Paul says that this book is so important that we have a duty to not only believe it and live it but also to proclaim it. It is not just a good idea or a “value” but a solemn obligation. St. Paul uses the strongest possible words to lay this obligation on us: “I charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who will judge the living and the dead, and by his appearing and his kingly power: proclaim the word; be persistent whether it is convenient or inconvenient; convince, reprimand, encourage through all patience and teaching.” Correcting errors and reproving evils is never “convenient.” Unless we are bothering somebody somehow by our words or, even more effectively, by our life, we are not doing the work that God’s Word charges us to do. 

			Gospel

			Luke 18:1–8	

			Jesus told his disciples a parable about the necessity for them to pray always without becoming weary. He said, “There was a judge in a certain town who neither feared God nor respected any human being. And a widow in that town used to come to him and say, ‘Render a just decision for me against my adversary.’ For a long time the judge was unwilling, but eventually he thought, ‘While it is true that I neither fear God nor respect any human being, because this widow keeps bothering me I shall deliver a just decision for her lest she finally come and strike me.’” The Lord said, “Pay attention to what the dishonest judge says. Will not God then secure the rights of his chosen ones who call out to him day and night? Will he be slow to answer them? I tell you, he will see to it that justice is done for them speedily. But when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?”

				

			The point of Jesus’ parable in today’s Gospel is very clear. Jesus himself spells it out: if even an unjust human judge, who cares little for either God or man, will grant the just request of a bothersome old shrew who never gives up but keeps pestering him, how much more will God, our heavenly Father, who loves us dearly, give us the good things we ask him for, if only we persist? 

			It is an objective truth, a fact, that God loves us. If we are wise, if we live in the real world, if we live in the world that is governed by God, the God of love, if our life conforms to the truth, then when we pray we will never, never, never, never, never give up. And God will answer our prayers much more generously than we can imagine. St. Francis of Assisi said to one of his monks, “Tell me, brother, which of the two do you think is the readier: God to grant us grace or we to ask for it?”

			There is no uncertainty and no change on God’s part. But there is uncertainty on our part. We change from faith to unfaith, from trust to mistrust, from patience to impatience, from confidence to despair—and back again. Thus, Jesus ends with these two questions, the same two questions St. Francis asked. First, “Will not God then secure the rights of his chosen ones who call out to him day and night? Will he be slow to answer them?” And he answers his own question: “I tell you, he will see to it that justice is done for them speedily.” Then he asks the second question: “But when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?” And he does not answer that question. Why not? Because it is we who must answer that question.

			God supplies the water; we turn on the faucet. God is always there for us; we are not always there for him. 

			Jesus is the world’s greatest philosopher, among many other things. He is always right and he is always logical and he is always irrefutable. His argument here is unanswerable: If even wicked men will give us good things if we are persistent enough, will God be less good and less generous than that? Or will he be much more generous? Are we more generous than God? Do we love that friend or family member who right now is suffering and sorrowing and in real trouble more than God does? 

			Why then does God delay answering our prayers? He never does. We do. We delay in praying. God waits for our prayers. He does not give us the good things we want and ask for without our praying for them, even though he could, because he sees that we need prayer, and the trust that motivates prayer, more than we need the things we pray for. 

			This reason—the reason why God does not give us the things we pray for until we pray for them—is the same reason why he does not give us the good things we work for until we work for them. Work and prayer both work by the same principle. God instituted both prayer and work for the same reason. God sees that we need not only the things we work for, like food and shelter and clothing and security, but also that we need work, meaningful work. God instituted prayer for the same reason he instituted work: to give us the dignity of being real causes, active coworkers and cooperators with him. We become strong, wise, patient, and persistent only by work. And the worker is more important than the work. What we ourselves become by working is more important than the work we do because we have intrinsic value and our work, however important, is only a means to a further end. “You can’t take it with you when you die” is true of all our work, but it’s not true of ourselves. We take ourselves with us everywhere, even to heaven.

			What is true of work is also true of prayer. God instituted prayer to make us prayer warriors, to make us patient and courageous and strong. He could have given us everything we need and everything we want instantly. He can perform miracles—he created the whole universe, after all! But if he did that, we would be passive, like babies being fed. You’ve heard the saying “Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day; teach a man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime.” That’s God’s principle. He cares much more about what kind of person we are than about the stuff we get, even though that’s needed too. Because who we are goes to heaven with us, but our stuff does not. He’s training us for eternity. He takes the longer view; we take the shorter view. And whenever we have a different view than God, we are always wrong, and he is always right. 

			That’s why the most logical verse in the Bible is also the hardest for us to believe: “All things work for good for those who love God” (Rom. 8:28). Obviously not all things are good, and the God who has unlimited power and perfect wisdom can destroy everything that is not good if he wants to, but he doesn’t, because he uses these things, these evils, these sufferings and injustices to make us stronger, wiser, holier, and more loving in the end. Of course, we don’t see that. We’re not at the end. We’re not God. As God told Job, we’re not the author of life’s play but just characters in it. But there is an author, and he knows and controls everything, and his very essence is love, and love is the will to the greatest good of the beloved. 

			That faith, that trust, is utterly logical. If God is love, and if that love has infinite wisdom and infinite power, then it must be totally trustable. But that trust is up to us. Thus, Jesus ends with the question: When he comes—at the end of the world or at the end of your life or the next opportunity you have to choose to trust him and therefore keep praying or to give up on that trust—will he find faith on the earth? The answer to that question is the one thing that is not in God’s hands but in yours.

		

	
		
			Thirtieth Sunday 
in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Sirach 35:12–14, 16–18	

			The Lord is a God of justice, 

			who knows no favorites. 

			Though not unduly partial toward the weak, 

			yet he hears the cry of the oppressed. 

			The Lord is not deaf to the wail of the orphan, 

			nor to the widow when she pours out her complaint. 

			The one who serves God willingly is heard; 

			his petition reaches the heavens. 

			The prayer of the lowly pierces the clouds; 

			it does not rest till it reaches its goal, 

			nor will it withdraw till the Most High responds, 

			judges justly and affirms the right, 

			and the Lord will not delay.

				

			Today’s Old Testament reading makes the same point Jesus made in last Sunday’s Gospel: God hears and answers all prayers, including the most desperate and needy. And he is not unjust or unloving any more than he is deaf and unknowing or weak and unable. He has infinite goodness, infinite wisdom, and infinite power. If that’s not true, then God is not God.

			He is just, as well as loving. He is not arbitrary; he does not play favorites. He loves every one of us infinitely and equally. But we do not infinitely and equally believe him, trust him, and obey him. He is always faithful to us, but we are not always faithful to him. He always willingly serves us, but we do not always willingly serve him. 

			What blocks our prayers from being answered is not anything in God. He always gives us what is best. The block is always in us: in our lack of wisdom to see what is really best for us in the long run, and our not seeing that the thing we need the most is not the thing we are praying for; it is for us to keep praying, to increase our faith and trust rather than our bank account or our job security or our health, even our mental health. Important as all those things are, we ourselves are more important still. God always gives us what we need, even though that is not always what we want.

			Not all rockets reach the moon, but all prayers reach heaven. Prayer is like a long-distance phone call that’s guaranteed and free. The US Post Office occasionally loses mail, but God never does.

			So we should persevere in our prayers. “The prayer of the lowly pierces the clouds; / it does not rest till it reaches its goal, / nor will it withdraw till the Most High responds, / judges justly and affirms the right.”

			Our prayers are more powerful than we think. Prayer does not change God, but it changes us. And we change others. If we could see all the differences we have made to other people’s lives, as Jimmy Stewart did in that great old Christmas movie It’s a Wonderful Life; if God showed us all the differences even the smallest of our prayers made to our lives and the lives of all those we came in contact with, and the differences those differences made to all those they came in contact with, down through the generations—if God showed us all that, I think we would not be able to get up off our knees again for the rest of our lives. 

			Second Reading

			2 Timothy 4:6–8, 16–18	

			Beloved: I am already being poured out like a libation, and the time of my departure is at hand. I have competed well; I have finished the race; I have kept the faith. From now on the crown of righteousness awaits me, which the Lord, the just judge, will award to me on that day, and not only to me, but to all who have longed for his appearance. 

			At my first defense no one appeared on my behalf, but everyone deserted me. May it not be held against them! But the Lord stood by me and gave me strength, so that through me the proclamation might be completed and all the Gentiles might hear it. And I was rescued from the lion’s mouth. The Lord will rescue me from every evil threat and will bring me safe to his heavenly kingdom. To him be glory forever and ever. Amen.

				

			St. Paul knows he is near the end of his life. He writes to Timothy from prison in Rome, and he will soon be executed. He says that he is being poured out like a libation. A libation is a sacrifice of wine, which symbolizes blood, which symbolizes life. He says, “The time of my departure is at hand.” 

			But he is confident that God will give him his just reward for all the sacrifices he has made in his life. He writes, “I have competed well; I have finished the race; I have kept the faith.” What a perfect epitaph for any Christian to have! Life is not a bowl of cherries, or a comfortable bed, or a cruise ship; it is a fight and a race, for everyone. You don’t win the World Series trophy or the Stanley Cup or the Lombardi trophy without effort!

			In figure skating, the skater’s score takes into account both the accomplishment or success of each move and its degree of difficulty. That is part of justice. We will get justice in the end; therefore, those whose lives have been very difficult and not too successful will get a higher score, a greater reward, a better seat in heaven’s stadium, so to speak, than those whose success was greater but less difficult. God rewards effort more than results. As Mother Teresa often said, God did not put us into this world to be successful but to be faithful. 

			“I have kept the faith” means more than just “I have not become a heretic or an atheist.” “Faith” means not only “belief” but also “fidelity,” as in marriage. Our marriages are full of challenges, difficulties,  sufferings, and disappointments as well as joys, but the single most important quality in them is not happiness,  ease, or pleasure, but faithfulness. That is true also of our spiritual marriage to God. He is always faithful to us, and even though we are silly, stupid, selfish sinners who keep sliding back, we can be faithful to him and say at the end what St. Paul says, “I have kept the faith,” because we can keep coming back to him, turning back, turning around, repenting, even if we mess up a million times. A million difficulties is not a divorce. And the one marriage the Church will never annul is our marriage to God.

			Gospel 

			Luke 18:9–14	

			Jesus addressed this parable to those who were convinced of their own righteousness and despised everyone else. “Two people went up to the temple area to pray; one was a Pharisee and the other was a tax collector. The Pharisee took up his position and spoke this prayer to himself, ‘O God, I thank you that I am not like the rest of humanity—greedy, dishonest, adulterous—or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week, and I pay tithes on my whole income.’ But the tax collector stood off at a distance and would not even raise his eyes to heaven but beat his breast and prayed, ‘O God, be merciful to me a sinner.’ I tell you, the latter went home justified, not the former; for whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and the one who humbles himself will be exalted.”

				

			This is the famous parable of the Pharisee and the publican—the ancient Roman name for a “tax collector.” Tax collectors were the most loathsome and despised people in Israel. They worked for the Jews’ Roman masters and conquerors to transfer money from Jewish pockets to Roman pockets, and they milked their own people dry for the sake of their hated oppressors. They were empowered and encouraged by Rome to raise the taxes as much as they could, and everything above and beyond the legal minimum that Rome demanded, they could keep themselves. They were literally legal thieves. They were hated as the lowest of the low. There weren’t even any jokes about them, as there are a lot of lawyer jokes in our society, because lawyers aren’t really hated all that much, but publicans were. What they did was too serious for jokes. 

			So here are two men praying in the temple, and one of them has thousands of good works to boast about and apparently very few sins. The Pharisees were fanatically careful never to violate any one of the commandments, especially about keeping the sabbath. They literally counted their steps, so they never exceeded the limit, and counted their seeds and plants and spices to be sure they gave God at least 10 percent, the tithe which was the requirement. The publican, on the other hand, had committed many terrible sins against justice and charity, against God and against his own people. And Jesus says something absolutely shocking: that the publican went home justified, or right with God, while the Pharisee didn’t. 

			Why? Because God’s commandments aren’t all that important? No. Because the greatest of all sins, the one sin that will infallibly send you to hell, is final impenitence, which is the refusal to repent and ask God for forgiveness of your sins. God is love and is willing to forgive all sins. But there is one unforgivable sin, one sin that God literally cannot forgive. It’s not that he will not forgive it but that he cannot. That sin is the refusal to repent. 

			But God can do everything. How can I say that God “cannot” forgive this sin? Well, let’s look at forgiveness. The word “give” is in the middle of the word “forgiveness.” A gift, in order to be a gift, must be freely given and freely received. If I freely choose not to give you a gift, of course you do not get it. But you also do not get it if I freely choose to give it, but you do not freely choose to accept it. If I force you to take it, it’s not a gift. That’s why rape is so horrible even though sex is so beautiful: it is forced, not free. 

			But what would motivate anyone not to accept the gift of God’s forgiveness? Pride. Self-righteousness. The conviction that you do not need forgiveness. Jesus said to the Pharisees that he could not save them because they would not come to him for salvation. He said, “Those who are well do not need a physician, but the sick do” (Mark 2:17). If you think you are not sick, you will not go to the doctor. Jesus is the doctor to the soul, and we are all spiritually sick, and he will heal all who come to him, who sincerely repent, but he cannot heal us if we do not come and repent and ask. Jesus also said, “Everyone who asks, receives” (Luke 11:10). But those who do not ask, do not receive.  

			Ask for what? Don’t ask God for justice; ask him for mercy. Because you will get what you ask for.

		

	
		
			Thirty-first Sunday 
in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Wisdom 11:22–12:2	

			Before the Lord the whole universe is as a grain from a balance 

			or a drop of morning dew come down upon the earth. 

			But you have mercy on all, because you can do all things; 

			and you overlook people’s sins that they may repent. 

			For you love all things that are 

			and loathe nothing that you have made; 

			for what you hated, you would not have fashioned. 

			And how could a thing remain, unless you willed it; 

			or be preserved, had it not been called forth by you? 

			But you spare all things, because they are yours, 

			O Lord and lover of souls, 

			for your imperishable spirit is in all things! 

			Therefore you rebuke offenders little by little, 

			warn them and remind them of the sins they are committing, 

			that they may abandon their wickedness and believe in you, O Lord!

				

			Today’s passage from the book of Wisdom explains the close connection between God’s omnipotent power and wisdom and God’s merciful love. 

			These two divine attributes seem to us to be in a natural contrast with each other.

			First of all, because human reason alone, unaided by divine revelation and by religious faith in it, can discover God’s power and God’s wisdom simply from thinking deeply about the universe God made—a universe that contains unimaginably immense powers and shows forth a creative wisdom and design that our best scientists are only beginning to appreciate. But it is not obvious from the universe that God is love and mercy. Nor is this obvious from human history. Both nature and history are full of war and violence and conflict. It is indeed “good news” to us that “God is love.”

			Second, because we find in our fallen, sinful human lives that it is hard to combine great mental and physical power, on the one hand, with great love and mercy on the other hand. It is much easier for the suffering, the poor, and the victimized to show mercy than it is for the strong, rich, and clever. The more power we have, both physically and intellectually, the more we are tempted to misuse it. Lord Acton, one of the wisest observers of human history, famously said: “Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely.” We fear that a God who has no checks and limits on his power would be the ultimate tyrant.

			And yet this is not so. In fact, God’s love and God’s power imply each other. They are allies, not enemies. And this connection is explained in our reading from the book of Wisdom. 

			First, God’s greatness in power and wisdom. The text says that the whole universe is like a grain of sand or a drop of dew to God. As the song says, “He’s got the whole world in his hands.” Julian of Norwich, a medieval mystic, received visions from God, and one of them was the vision of a large hand holding in its palm a tiny hazelnut. Julian asked, “What can this be?” God replied, “It is all that is made.”

			But then the book of Wisdom immediately goes on to say that God’s mercy is also infinite—“But you have mercy on all”—and immediately connects it with the first point, God’s power: “Because you can do all things.” The disconnect between these two attributes is reconnected. And the connection is affirmed again in the next line: “For you love all things that are / and loathe nothing that you have made; / for what you hated, you would not have fashioned.” God loves all beings because all beings, except God himself, were created by God. God loves everything in the universe because God made it. His love is like a parent’s love for his own children, or an artist’s love for his own works. God is infinitely powerful, so powerful that he creates everything out of nothing. That is why he is also infinitely loving: because, as the old hymn says, “This is my Father’s world.” 

			The writer goes on to say, “And how could a thing remain, unless you willed it; / or be preserved, had it not been called forth by you?” God not only created all things but continues to hold them in existence. God is not temporal. He has no dead past or unborn future. For God, everything is present. So from God’s point of view, he is giving being to everything that is right now, not in the past. If God stopped willing your existence, you would disappear. 

			And that present action of God in willing you to exist, in affirming your being, in loving you into existence, is possible only because of his infinite creative power. The principle of cause and effect says that a cause can’t give what it doesn’t have. Rocks can’t produce children, but parents can. You can’t get blood out of a stone. Books can’t cause authors, but authors can cause books. Mere ideas can’t cause the minds that think them to come into existence, but minds can cause ideas to come into existence. So everything real and everything powerful and everything good that exists anywhere must come from God the Creator, the First Cause, the Uncaused Cause. Everything that is belongs to God. He has rightful authority over everything because he is its Author: he has “author’s rights.”

			And that’s why he loves everything. He does not love our selfishness and our sins, but he loves the very power with which we sin because he created it. He does not love Hitler’s Holocaust, but he loves Hitler, and he loves the powers of mind and will that he created in him and in every person, even though they horribly misuse those powers. Just as he loves the strength in the arm of the lumberjack who chops down a great tree to build a house, so he loves the strength in the arm of the man who misuses that strength to chop off another man’s head, though he does not love the act of murder. 

			Because he created all things and all persons, he loves all things and all persons, and therefore he pities and has mercy and compassion on all, even the sinner. Especially the sinner because he needs it most. Our Lady of Fatima told us to pray this prayer after each decade of the Rosary: “Lead all souls to heaven, especially those most in need of thy mercy.” 

			And that mercy, pity, and compassion is also the cause of his warnings and his severity. The writer connects these two things too. After connecting God’s love with his power, he connects God’s love with his severity. He calls God the “lover of souls,” and confesses that “therefore you rebuke offenders little by little, / warn them and remind them of the sins they are committing, / that they may abandon their wickedness and believe in you, O Lord!” He wants us to be holy because he wants us to be happy. Like a good parent, God loves his children so passionately that he hates everything that threatens their goodness and therefore their happiness. Love cares, and therefore love fights. It is the love of God for sinners that causes the wrath of God against sins. 

			We too must love the sinner and hate the sin. The only alternatives are to love sins as well as sinners, or to hate sinners as well as sins, or, worst of all, to love sins and hate sinners. We should hate sins much more than we do, our own sins as well as those of our neighbors that we love, and we should love sinners much more than we do, ourselves as well as our neighbors. We should hate sins more because we love sinners more. As God does.

			And the more we are like God that way, the happier we will be.

			Second Reading

			2 Thessalonians 1:11–2:2	

			Brothers and sisters: We always pray for you, that our God may make you worthy of his calling and powerfully bring to fulfillment every good purpose and every effort of faith, that the name of our Lord Jesus may be glorified in you, and you in him, in accord with the grace of our God and Lord Jesus Christ. 

			We ask you, brothers and sisters, with regard to the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our assembling with him, not to be shaken out of your minds suddenly, or to be alarmed either by a “spirit,” or by an oral statement, or by a letter allegedly from us to the effect that the day of the Lord is at hand.

				

			There are opposite angles at which you can fall: left or right, forward or backward. But there is only one angle at which you can stand upright. Almost every error comes in pairs; almost every truth and every good thing can be perverted in two opposite ways: a “too much” or a “too little.” Awareness of good, awareness of evil; God’s providence and our free will; the need for courage, the need for caution; God’s oneness and God’s threeness; Jesus’ divinity and Jesus’ humanity; learning from the past and preparing for the future; the head and the heart; details and “the big picture.” 

			The same is true about the doctrines of the Christian faith. One of these is the Second Coming of Christ. 

			Fundamentalists tend to overemphasize it. They specialize in it. They obsess about it. They split into different churches and denominations over whether the millennium spoken of in the book of Revelation will come before it or after it. 

			Most of us make the opposite mistake. We ignore it or think it’s unimportant. We are like the five foolish virgins in Jesus’ parable who neglected to take oil for their lamps and were not ready when the bridegroom arrived and so were locked out of the wedding feast (Matt. 25:1–13). Jesus clearly told us that he was coming again and that that would be the greatest event in the history of the world. How could we downplay that? 

			Only by overreacting against the fundamentalists.

			Well, there were fundamentalists in the early Church too, who made the same mistake of obsessing about it. And in his Second Letter to the Thessalonians, St. Paul has to warn them to be skeptical of groups that claimed to know that Jesus was coming back soon. Some of these people were quitting their jobs and just waiting around for the end of the world. That was the only thing on their mind.

			Paul tells them not to be “shaken out of your minds suddenly.” Our faith is strong, stable, and secure, like a fortress or a mountain. It is always stupid for Christians to suddenly be shaken out of their former mind, the mind of the Church that communicates the deposit of faith left by Christ, by some totally new group claiming some totally new revelation. That is like a mountain being shaken by a butterfly. The really new revelation has already happened. It’s called the Incarnation. Everything after that is just ripples made by that great rock thrown down from heaven into the water of our world. 

			Jesus clearly said two things about his Second Coming: it will happen, and nobody knows when. We tend to ignore the first point and fundamentalists ignore the second. So we are to be ready, prepared, expectant, and hopeful at all times. How? Not by ignoring everything else but by taking care of everything else. By doing his will. We know the two great commandments, and the most timely thing we can possibly do is to get on with obeying them.

			One of the saints was digging in his garden when someone asked him what he would do if he knew that Jesus was coming again in five minutes. He replied that he would continue digging in his garden. If a thing is worth doing, it’s worth doing when Jesus comes again. 

			His coming will be sudden and unpredictable. It’s a good habit to ask this question of whatever you are doing: Would I be happy for Jesus to find me doing this when he comes again?

			Gospel

			Luke 19:1–10	

			At that time, Jesus came to Jericho and intended to pass through the town. Now a man there named Zacchaeus, who was a chief tax collector and also a wealthy man, was seeking to see who Jesus was; but he could not see him because of the crowd, for he was short in stature. So he ran ahead and climbed a sycamore tree in order to see Jesus, who was about to pass that way. When he reached the place, Jesus looked up and said, “Zacchaeus, come down quickly, for today I must stay at your house.” And he came down quickly and received him with joy. When they all saw this, they began to grumble, saying, “He has gone to stay at the house of a sinner.” But Zacchaeus stood there and said to the Lord, “Behold, half of my possessions, Lord, I shall give to the poor, and if I have extorted anything from anyone I shall repay it four times over.” And Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house because this man too is a descendant of Abraham. For the Son of Man has come to seek and to save what was lost.”

				

			Z is the last letter of the alphabet, and Zacchaeus would have been the last man in line for everything because he was so short. But he was enterprising, and he chose to make his income by becoming a tax collector for the Romans and to extort and rob his own people to make himself rich. For by Roman law a tax collector could set his own tax rates for the people he collected from, and he could keep for himself whatever he could extort from his people over the minimum that Rome demanded. No one was hated more in Israel than the tax collectors. 

			This little man refused to knuckle under, to live small, and that same determination that he had used badly, he now used well in demanding to see Jesus and in refusing to wait in the back of the crowd. He figured out where Jesus would be walking and found a sycamore tree to climb onto to see him. Sycamore trees are small, like Zaccheus. He was too small to climb a big tree, so he climbed a short one. Enterprising. Good for him.

			The meeting between Jesus and Zacchaeus was not by chance. It was planned—on both sides. 

			Jesus was as enterprising as Zacchaeus and sought him out, called his name, brought him down from his high perch in the tree into the embarrassing public humility of confession and repentance and giving back his stolen money and changing his life. These two entrepreneurs understood each other.

			Why did he want to see Jesus? Probably, he had mixed motives. One was just curiosity, and perhaps also the thought that he could somehow profit from this prophet. But another motive was moving him to repent, to give up his life of crime, to become this man’s disciple, to turn back to the way of righteousness that was the essence of the Jewish tradition, beginning with Abraham, centering on the Law given to Moses, carried along by many divinely sent and inspired prophets. This was the tradition, “the Law and the prophets,” that Jesus said he had come not to destroy but to fulfill (Matt. 5:17). Thus, when Jesus heard his confession and repentance, he said, “This man too is a descendant of Abraham.”

			Jesus and Zacchaeus both endured public ridicule. The reaction of the crowd to Jesus’ inviting Zacchaeus to dine with him was scorn and condemnation for both: “He has gone to stay at the house of a sinner.” 

			He replied, “Yes, I have; that is precisely what I came for.” Implied was the truly terrifying corollary: “And if you say you are not part of that audience, I did not come for you.” 

		

	
		
			Thirty-second Sunday 
in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			2 Maccabees 7:1–2, 9–14	

			It happened that seven brothers with their mother were arrested and tortured with whips and scourges by the king, to force them to eat pork in violation of God’s law. One of the brothers, speaking for the others, said: “What do you expect to achieve by questioning us? We are ready to die rather than transgress the laws of our ancestors.”

			At the point of death he said: “You accursed fiend, you are depriving us of this present life, but the King of the world will raise us up to live again forever. It is for his laws that we are dying.” 

			After him the third suffered their cruel sport. He put out his tongue at once when told to do so, and bravely held out his hands, as he spoke these noble words: “It was from heaven that I received these; for the sake of his laws I disdain them; from him I hope to receive them again.” Even the king and his attendants marveled at the young man’s courage, because he regarded his sufferings as nothing. 

			After he had died, they tortured and maltreated the fourth brother in the same way. When he was near death, he said, “It is my choice to die at the hands of men with the hope God gives of being raised up by him; but for you, there will be no resurrection to life.”

				

			This harrowing account of the torture and martyrdom of seven Jewish brothers and their mother is typical of the lives of the saints. It’s not meant as a kind of religious horror movie but as an encouragement to us. We’re not meant to stare at it in horror or wonder but to take courage, to be en-couraged by their courage. It’s meant for our practical take-away, not our entertainment.

			Courage is perhaps the hardest of all the virtues because it involves sacrifice and suffering. But it is necessary for all the other virtues because they all require sacrifice, the sacrifice of our own will and our own natural, spontaneous selfishness. (“Original sin” means essentially “original selfishness, spontaneous selfishness.”) 

			We do not think of ourselves as martyrs. We think of ourselves as weak and very ordinary people. We are living in very different times than these martyrs. Our lives are richer, healthier, longer, more secure, and more comfortable than the lives of people in any other culture in the history of the world. We fear and complain about our comparatively small sufferings, and we think we could never have such courage if we were ever in such a situation. Or perhaps, if we are very proud and foolish, we think we could! 

			But the point of the passage is not to extol these eight martyrs as exceptional heroes and heroines, but to extol the God whose Spirit gave them the supernatural courage they needed. If we only have the simple trust in God’s goodness, grace, and power that is clearly called for by our faith, and if we believe that God will give us always the grace we need to do his will, in all situations, whether extraordinary or ordinary, then we can be sure that we, too, like these martyrs, will be given the grace and courage to stand up for the truth when threatened by its enemies—in our ordinary little situations as they were in their extraordinary one—the grace to overcome our fears and temptations to compromise or to collapse or to give up. 

			One of the twelve articles of the Apostles’ Creed is belief in “the communion of saints.” We are part of this company. All faithful believers are “saints” in the most basic sense of the term. The great saints and martyrs who are watching us and our lives now from their place in heaven, the “great cloud of witnesses” that the Letter to the Hebrews speaks of, are like spectators from the past in the stadium of our present watching us run the relay race that is the story of man on earth. These saints do not want us to read the accounts of their lives in order to praise them but to praise God. For it was God, and not themselves, who was the source of their courage; and it is God and his grace that will be the source of ours when the time comes for us to have to make our own hard choices between comfortable compromise and heroic holiness, in the small and relatively easy situations in our lives, from exactly the same source, the same faith and hope in God’s grace, as they did in the large and terrible situations in their lives that we read about in passages like this. 

			Our strength is not in ourselves but in our Lord. Jesus told us, “Without me, you can do nothing” (John 15:5). That is one great truth. The other is, as St. Paul confessed, “I can do all things in him who strengthens me” (Phil. 4:13 RSV-CE). As Jesus said, “For men this is impossible, but for God all things are possible” (Matt 19:26).

			Second Reading

			2 Thessalonians 2:16–3:5	

			Brothers and sisters: May our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who has loved us and given us everlasting encouragement and good hope through his grace, encourage your hearts and strengthen them in every good deed and word. 

			Finally, brothers and sisters, pray for us, so that the word of the Lord may speed forward and be glorified, as it did among you, and that we may be delivered from perverse and wicked people, for not all have faith. But the Lord is faithful; he will strengthen you and guard you from the evil one. We are confident of you in the Lord that what we instruct you, you are doing and will continue to do. May the Lord direct your hearts to the love of God and to the endurance of Christ.

				

			The passage from Paul’s epistle for today serves as the practical takeaway or lesson of the Old Testament account of the seven brothers and their mother who were martyred by the wicked king because of their faith. The point is in the first line: “May our Lord Jesus Christ himself and God our Father, who has loved us and given us everlasting encouragement and good hope through his grace, encourage your hearts and strengthen them in every good deed and word.” 

			The courage needed for martyrdom, and for the little martyrdoms of giving up our own will and accepting God’s will—as we are commanded to pray by the Lord himself in “the Lord’s Prayer,” the most basic of all prayers, “Thy will be done”—this courage to sacrifice our own will to power or pleasure or comfort or convenience or security or life itself is a virtue in us, but it is also a grace that comes from God. So is our hope for this gift of courage. Courage and hope are both virtues and both gifts of God. They are not things that we work up from within ourselves by our own power; they are gifts of God. Our part is to trust him and to accept the gifts. 

			God always chooses to give us the graces we need, but we do not always choose to accept these graces. God is always more willing to give us grace than we are to receive it. 

			Grace is a gift, and every gift is doubly free: freely given and freely received. If we are both standing in the path of a bullet, and I slip and fall and knock you over like a domino, and that accident saves both our lives, that is a gift that is neither freely given nor freely received. When I offer you advice, but you do not trust me or believe me or act on my advice, that is a gift that is freely given but not freely received. When I give you a present and you thank me for it, that is a gift that is both freely given and freely received. When God gives us his grace, that is a gift that is always freely given by God, and sometimes it is also freely received by us, but sometimes it is not. If we don’t believe in God’s grace, if we don’t trust him, then we don’t receive it, we don’t get the gift.

			That’s true both of the many moment-by-moment graces—which theologians call “actual graces”—that God offers us every day, and it’s also true of the most basic grace, the gift of salvation, the gift of the forgiveness of our sins, the gift of eternal life in Christ, which theologians call “sanctifying grace.” 

			If we have made the big choice to say yes to God’s gift of salvation, we should also make the little choices to say yes to God and be encouraged and strengthened day by day. Our big choice to accept and trust God’s “sanctifying grace,” which is our eternal salvation, ought to be the model for our little choices to say yes to God’s “actual graces” that he offers us in every situation in our lives. These actual graces give us the courage to say “thy will be done” and to act on that, to do the right thing no matter what it costs. 

			Gospel

			Luke 20:27–38	

			Some Sadducees, those who deny that there is a resurrection, came forward and put this question to Jesus, saying, “Teacher, Moses wrote for us, 

			If someone’s brother dies leaving a wife but no child, 

			his brother must take the wife 

			and raise up descendants for his brother. 

			Now there were seven brothers; the first married a woman but died childless. Then the second and the third married her, and likewise all the seven died childless. Finally the woman also died. Now at the resurrection whose wife will that woman be? For all seven had been married to her.” Jesus said to them, “The children of this age marry and remarry; but those who are deemed worthy to attain to the coming age and to the resurrection of the dead neither marry nor are given in marriage. They can no longer die, for they are like angels; and they are the children of God because they are the ones who will rise. That the dead will rise even Moses made known in the passage about the bush, when he called out ‘Lord,’ the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob; and he is not God of the dead, but of the living, for to him all are alive.”

				

			Today’s Gospel is about the resurrection and heaven, but it is also about interpreting Scripture. Jesus was a master at midrash, the Jewish tradition of spiritual interpretation of Scripture. Midrash is not some private, original, subjective, “creative” interpretation. It is not an exegesis, or “reading into the text” of one’s own thoughts, but it is an attempt at exegesis, or “reading out of the text” what is there already; an “unpacking” of the gift of many-layered spiritual riches that lie there. Midrash is not scientific scholarship, or the historical-critical method of understanding a text by what we know of its history and the culture that produced it, although it does not contradict that method. Nor is midrash a reductionistic, debunking “deconstruction.” It is faithful, not skeptical; it assumes that God knew exactly what he was doing when he inspired each part of it, and it lingers lovingly over each word out of respect for the divine economy of words. It assumes that there is always more, not less, in the text than we see. It is neither a fundamentalistic literalism nor a “liberal” or “modernist” allegorizing-away of the literal meaning, but a kind of probing or deep-sea diving. It assumes that Scripture, like the sea, is vast and deep and rewarding on many levels. One of its methods is to interpret Scripture by Scripture, to shed light on one passage by using others. It also respects and uses the traditional wisdom of past saints and mystics.

			In today’s Gospel, Jesus uses midrash to answer the challenge of the Sadducees, who did not believe in the supernatural, in miracles, in angels, in the resurrection, or in life after death. Concerning life after death, none of the Jews believed in the separate immortality of the soul without the body, as Platonic philosophers did. Their Scriptures (which are also part of our Scriptures) always saw soul and body as destined to live or die together. So for them, life after death always involved the resurrection of the body.

			The Sadducees did not believe in the resurrection because they did not find it explicitly taught anywhere in the first five books of Moses, the Pentateuch, which were the only books of Scripture that they acknowledged as divine revelation. And in today’s Gospel, Jesus answers them from their own Scriptures, using midrash to show how the Scriptures teach the resurrection.

			The Sadducees’ argument assumes something that all Jews believe: that polygamy and polyandry—being married simultaneously to more than one person—is a sin, and if there is a resurrection, and a next life in heaven, there cannot be any sin in heaven, so there cannot be polygamy in heaven. Either there is no heaven, or, if there is, there is no polygamy or polyandry in it. But, they go on to argue, if there is a resurrection, if all those who die come to life again, then there would be polyandry in heaven because a woman who had had seven legitimate marriages on earth would be married to all seven in heaven. So if the dead come to life again, then there is polygamy or polyandry in heaven. And that cannot be. Therefore the dead do not come to life again.

			It’s a very clever argument, but Jesus has two answers to it. First, that they misunderstand heaven. In the resurrection, everything changes, including human relationships like marriage. Marriage is for this world, for one of its essential ends is procreation, and there is no more procreation in heaven. We will catch a teasing glimpse of that radical change in the resurrected body a little later, when Jesus himself resurrected, and had a very different kind of body that could transcend ordinary physical laws by walking through walls in the upper room and traveling from Jerusalem to Galilee without ever being anywhere between those two places. Yet it was a body that could eat food (which he did to prove he was not a ghost) and could be touched (as he invited “Doubting Thomas” to do to his wounds). It was so different, so changed, in a way we simply do not understand, that it was not at first recognized by two of his disciples, on the Emmaus road, and by the twelve Apostles, on the beach of the Sea of Galilee, and by Mary Magdalene, at the empty tomb Easter Sunday morning. And yet when he spoke and acted, in all those examples, they did recognize him. So it was both different and the same. Perhaps it was something like recognizing the adult body of someone you last met as a child.

			So Jesus exposes the Sadducees’ hidden false assumption in their argument about the woman with seven husbands: the assumption that in the resurrection earthly institutions such as marriage remain, unchanged. The Sadducees have imaginations that are too limited, too earthly. Jesus says that in the resurrection we are like the angels in that we do not marry. (Notice carefully that he does not say that we will not have bodies at all, or that we become angels. Nor does he say that we will stop knowing or loving our spouses.)

			Then comes the second answer, the midrash. Having defended the resurrection against their argument, Jesus now comes back with an argument of his own. Having defended his goal line, he now scores a winning touchdown over theirs. He proves the reality of the resurrection to the skeptical Sadducees from their own Scriptures: “That the dead will rise even Moses made known in the passage about the bush, when he called out ‘Lord,’ the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob; and he is not God of the dead, but of the living, for to him all are alive.”

			What Jesus is doing there is bringing together three of the names of God that are found in the first five books of Moses: first, God’s own name for himself that he spoke to Moses from the burning bush, “I AM”; second, “the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,” and third, “the God not of the dead but of the living.” Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob had been dead on earth for hundreds of earthly years when God spoke to Moses from the burning bush; yet God said not “I was” but “I AM” the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. And unlike pagan gods, God is not the god of the dead but of the living. “For to him all are alive,” or “all live in his presence.” His presence is present, not past. In the presence of Life Itself, all come alive. Heaven is not a cemetery! When you get to heaven you will meet your beloved dead, and they will not be corpses or skeletons or ghosts or zombies. They will be more alive than they ever were. And so will you.

			One of the remarkable things reported by people who caught glimpses of their beloved dead in heaven, usually when they were “out of the body” for a short time, medically “dead” but then resuscitated, is that when they saw their dead relatives or friends they seemed to be old and young at the same time. This is often reported by children. “You saw Grandma in heaven? How old was she?” “I don’t know. She was an old lady, but she was also a little girl.” 

			The explanation for that is also in the Bible: “For human beings this is impossible, but for God all things are possible” (Matt 19:26). The Sadducees should have listened to Hamlet when he said to Horatio, who couldn’t believe his eyes when he saw Hamlet’s father’s ghost, “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”

		

	
		
			Thirty-third Sunday 
in Ordinary Time

			First Reading

			Malachi 3:19–20a	

			Lo, the day is coming, blazing like an oven, 

			when all the proud and all evildoers will be stubble, 

			and the day that is coming will set them on fire, 

			leaving them neither root nor branch, 

			says the Lord of hosts. 

			But for you who fear my name, there will arise 

			the sun of justice with its healing rays.

				

			The last Old Testament prophet, Malachi, prophesies about the end of the world and the Last Judgment. What will it be like?

			You may think this is a question that is remote and speculative and not really practical or relevant to you and your life, because you will probably not live long enough to see the world’s last day. But you could not be more wrong. For you will definitely live to see your world’s last day. The one thing that is the most certain about your life and every life is that you will die. And what will happen to you individually is the same thing, essentially, as what will happen to the whole world collectively.

			So what will happen? Malachi answers that question in one word: fire. “Lo, the day is coming, blazing like an oven.” What does that mean? It does not mean literal, physical fire. We have that already. But it does not mean something less formidable, less final, less fearsome than physical fire, but something even more fearsome, because some things can be rescued from ordinary physical fire but nothing can be rescued from this fire. “You can’t take it with you” applies to everything except yourself, your soul.

			But the same fire has opposite effects. It destroys everything that is destructible, but it does not destroy that which is indestructible. This fire is light, the light of total truth, as known by total knowledge, God’s knowledge; and that light has two effects, one on the evil and another on the good. The same light does opposite things to opposite objects: it makes black blacker and white whiter, red redder and blue bluer. The effect of this fire on the wicked will be that “all the proud and all evildoers will be stubble . . . leaving them neither root nor branch.” In other words, destruction, death. But the effect on the faithful will be the opposite: life, not death. “For you who fear my name, there will arise / the sun of justice with its healing rays.”

			The very same God, and the very same character of God, total truth and total goodness, will both blast the blasted and bless the blessed. If we love what God is, if we love truth and goodness, the goodness of unselfish love, then the rays of that sun of truth and love will heal us and bless us and it will be our bliss. And if we do not, if we hate truth and goodness, then that very same sun will scorch us and torture us. And God cannot turn off his own nature of truth and goodness, light and heat, any more than the sun can turn off its own rays.

			Imagine two people: one of them loves opera and hates hard rock, while the other loves hard rock and hates opera. The same opera that is heaven to one is hell to the other, and the same rock music that is heaven to one is hell to the other.

			Or think of the difference between a maggot and a man. After a cold, clammy night, the sun rises with intense light and heat. The sun tortures the maggot, who scurries away to escape it, and if he fails, he dies.  The very same sunlight that is death to the maggot is life and joy to the man, who deliberately goes out into the sun and exposes himself to its rays.

			Or think of two people: one is a surfer and the other is terrified of the ocean. Both are at the beach, and there are really big, gnarly waves. For one it’s a foretaste of heaven, and for the other it’s a foretaste of hell.

			Psalm 139 begins: “LORD, you have probed me, you know me: / you know when I sit and stand; / you understand my thoughts from afar” (Ps. 139:1–2). That fact is true for all of us, but for saints like David it is loved, affirmed, and desired—it is heavenly. For the wicked, it is hell, because the wicked love the darkness, not the light. They want to create their own truth, and the light of real truth threatens them. They prefer the god of their own invention to the real God. They don’t want to be exposed, to be known. They find the sacrament of Confession a foretaste of hell, and they run away from it. But we find it heaven, because though we are sinners, we are repentant and reluctant sinners, and we go to that place of confession and stand in the light and reject our excuses and our lies, we are cleansed by that light, and when we come out we are in heaven; we are healed and healthy and holy and happy.

			That is the fundamental choice every person has to make. Every single day of our lives offers us choices between light and darkness. Every day except one. One day there will no longer be any choice because there will be no darkness, only light, forever. And if what we want is the light, we will get it, forever. And if what we prefer is the darkness, we will get it, forever. And that is divine justice: that everyone gets what they want. When that day comes, the line “you can’t always get what you want” will no longer be true. On that day you will get what you want forever.

			Second Reading

			2 Thessalonians 3:7–12	

			Brothers and sisters: You know how one must imitate us. For we did not act in a disorderly way among you, nor did we eat food received free from anyone. On the contrary, in toil and drudgery, night and day we worked, so as not to burden any of you. Not that we do not have the right. Rather, we wanted to present ourselves as a model for you, so that you might imitate us. In fact, when we were with you, we instructed you that if anyone was unwilling to work, neither should that one eat. We hear that some are conducting themselves among you in a disorderly way, by not keeping busy but minding the business of others. Such people we instruct and urge in the Lord Jesus Christ to work quietly and to eat their own food.

				

			To understand St. Paul’s point in today’s epistle, we have to know some historical background. In St. Paul’s First Letter to the Thessalonians, he had written of Christ’s Second Coming, and the Thessalonians had misinterpreted that to mean that he was coming so soon that they should quit their jobs and just wait around for the end of the world! Meanwhile, they were poking their noses around into the business of those who were still working. The two Greek words that mean literally “idleness” and “busybodies” are both translated as “conducting themselves among you in a disorderly way.” The Thessalonians were not busy enough at their own work and too busy with the work of others, who were not idle like them. 

			So when St. Paul seems to make the point that he and his fellow missionaries did not accept anyone’s hospitality and food without paying for it, he’s not bragging; and when he tells the Thessalonians to “imitate us,” he means imitate us as we imitate Christ (see 1 Cor. 11:1), who worked as a carpenter. St. Paul knows that the Christian life is not the imitation of Paul but the imitation of Christ. 

			Work is a necessary and noble part of life, even when it is drudgery and toil; and Paul’s principle is sharp and simple: no work, no eat. God had laid down the same principle for Adam: “By the sweat of your brow / you shall eat bread” (Gen. 3:19).

			The motto of the Benedictine order, the first of the Church’s monastic orders, is ora et labora, which means “pray and work.” Both are essential parts of life for a Christian, and they go together, because on the one hand prayer is a great work, a spiritual work, and on the other hand all our daily work without exception can and should be offered up as a prayer to God. On the one hand, the greatest of prayers, the Mass, is also the greatest of human works; and on the other hand, we should offer up to God every single morning of our lives, in our “morning offering,” all our “prayers, works, joys, and sufferings” of each day.

			For all the good things in our life, not just some of them, come from God, our origin and Creator, and therefore all good things in our life should be offered up to God as our final end and purpose, our ultimate hope and happiness. God is not just the God of part of our lives, the prayer part or the Sunday part; but he is the God of all of our lives. If he is not that, then he is not God to us; he is only one of many gods. When asked which is “the first of all the commandments,” Jesus says, “The first is this: ‘Hear, O Israel! The Lord our God is Lord alone! You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ The second is this: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these” (Mark 12:28–31).

			Gospel

			Luke 21:5–19	

			While some people were speaking about how the temple was adorned with costly stones and votive offerings, Jesus said, “All that you see here—the days will come when there will not be left a stone upon another stone that will not be thrown down.” 

			Then they asked him, “Teacher, when will this happen? And what sign will there be when all these things are about to happen?” He answered, “See that you not be deceived, for many will come in my name, saying, ‘I am he,’ and ‘The time has come.’ Do not follow them! When you hear of wars and insurrections, do not be terrified; for such things must happen first, but it will not immediately be the end.” Then he said to them, “Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be powerful earthquakes, famines, and plagues from place to place; and awesome sights and mighty signs will come from the sky. 

			“Before all this happens, however, they will seize and persecute you, they will hand you over to the synagogues and to prisons, and they will have you led before kings and governors because of my name. It will lead to your giving testimony. Remember, you are not to prepare your defense beforehand, for I myself shall give you a wisdom in speaking that all your adversaries will be powerless to resist or refute. You will even be handed over by parents, brothers, relatives, and friends, and they will put some of you to death. You will be hated by all because of my name, but not a hair on your head will be destroyed. By your perseverance you will secure your lives.”

				

			The Gospel for today, the next to last Sunday of the liturgical year, is Jesus’ longest discourse about the world’s last day and what will happen before it. 

			Many people in our world hope, and some actually believe, that the world will get better and better. If the most important thing in human life was technology, they would be right. Technology, and the science that undergirds it, almost automatically progresses. Almost nothing else does. Are we happier than our ancestors? If so, why does the suicide rate keep going up? Are we holier? If so, why is it that no one even knows the Ten Commandments anymore, much less takes them seriously or tries to obey them? Are we wiser? If so, who is the new Socrates, the new Plato, the new Aristotle, the new Augustine, the new Aquinas? Are we emotionally healthier? If so, why do psychologists and psychiatrists multiply like rabbits? Are families stronger? If so, why do we have the highest divorce rate in the history of the world? 

			Jesus’ predictions are general, not specific, but they are the best guide we have to the future—unless there is somebody else who knows more than God incarnate. So let’s list the things that Jesus tells us about the future of our world.

			First, Jerusalem, the temple, and temple worship will be destroyed, leaving not “a stone upon another stone.” That literally happened in AD 70.

			Second, false messiahs will come. That keeps happening. Monsters like Charles Manson and Jim Jones create cults, which deceive a few, and nice messiahs who preach the gospel of prosperity and pride and self-esteem create larger cults, and we don’t get any wiser because we keep following them. 

			Third, wars and insurrections will not disappear or even decrease. And they haven’t. They have increased. The number of human beings who were killed by the wars of the twentieth century was greater than the total number of human beings killed by war in any previous century. And that’s not even counting those killed by abortion, who now make up a third of all human beings conceived throughout the civilization that used to be called Christendom. 

			Fourth, natural disasters like earthquakes, famines, and plagues will not cease. And they haven’t. In fact, most scientists see them increasing due to man-made pollution and ecological irresponsibility. For every disease we cure, nature invents at least one new one. 

			Fifth, “mighty signs will come from the sky.” I don’t know whether this means natural events like eclipses, human events like bombers dropping nuclear bombs, or apocalyptic events that have not happened yet but will happen immediately before the Second Coming. It could be any one (or all) of the three.

			Sixth, Christians will be hated, feared, betrayed, arrested, imprisoned, persecuted, and martyred. That has also increased. There have been more Christians martyred throughout the world in the twentieth century than in all nineteen centuries before it, and the numbers keep going up, not down. And the civilization that used to be called Christendom is doing little about it.

			That doesn’t sound very hopeful. Yet Jesus gives his disciples two reasons for hope. First, he says that he will give them a wisdom that no one can refute, a wisdom that comes from on high, from the Holy Spirit, not from schools and books. Mother Teresa spoke in words of one syllable, but no one ever won an argument with her. 

			Second, Jesus says that by our endurance, patience, and perseverance we will save our souls. (The translation “secure your lives” is very misleading: martyrs do not secure their lives; they save their souls.) “Not a hair on your head will be destroyed” cannot possibly be true literally. It’s talking about our resurrected body in heaven, not our earthly, mortal body doomed to die. 

			Which of the two is more important? Would you rather fast now and feast forever, or vice versa? Would you rather gain this whole world but forfeit your soul, or forfeit this world and gain your soul’s infinite, unimaginable, inconceivable, unbreakable, and eternal ecstasy?

			So don’t be surprised at the tiny little persecutions you are called upon to endure in this relatively comfortable bubble of civilized security, while your brothers and sisters are suffering and dying throughout much of the rest of the world. And stop complaining. Soldiers don’t complain about their food on a battlefield. The world is a battlefield, and even where it’s not a physical battlefield, it’s a spiritual battlefield. And unless Jesus and his saints are liars, we are fighting an even more serious war than the wars we hear about in the news: our war against Satan, whom Jesus calls the “ruler of the world” (John 14:30), who is “prowling around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour” (1 Pet. 5:8). 

			The things Jesus tells us should at least give us a sense of perspective and help us to avoid both optimism and pessimism, both underestimating and overestimating our enemy, both presumption and despair, as equally dangerous illusions. 

			And at the end, after the worst thing, comes the best thing. After the world dies, Jesus comes again. And even if you personally will not live to see the end of this world, you will live to see the end of your world. You will die—and then you will see Jesus.

			And that will make even the most horrible of the horrors seem very, very small.

		

	
		
			The Solemnity of the 
Most Holy Trinity

			First Reading

			Proverbs 8:22–31	

			Thus says the wisdom of God: 

			“The Lord possessed me, the beginning of his ways, 

			the forerunner of his prodigies of long ago; 

			from of old I was poured forth, 

			at the first, before the earth. 

			When there were no depths I was brought forth, 

			when there were no fountains or springs of water; 

			before the mountains were settled into place, 

			before the hills, I was brought forth; 

			while as yet the earth and fields were not made, 

			nor the first clods of the world. 

			“When the Lord established the heavens I was there, 

			when he marked out the vault over the face of the deep; 

			when he made firm the skies above, 

			when he fixed fast the foundations of the earth; 

			when he set for the sea its limit, 

			so that the waters should not transgress his command; 

			then was I beside him as his craftsman, 

			and I was his delight day by day, 

			playing before him all the while, 

			playing on the surface of his earth; 

			and I found delight in the human race.”

				

			“This passage is a personification of divine wisdom, which is an attribute of God and God’s first creation.”

			Every claim of that sentence is a lie and a heresy.

			Divine wisdom is not a personification; it is a person. The one thing you cannot personify is a person. 

			Wisdom is not a mere attribute of God; it is a divine person. It is a he. His name in time is Jesus; his name eternally is God, the second person of the Trinity, the only begotten Son of the Father, the very Mind of God, the Word of God. The Creed calls him “God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God.” 

			Nor is divine wisdom a created being, a creature of God, like a man or an angel. He is eternally begotten, not temporally created. He is the eternal Son of God and the Word of God, the Mind of God, that created the world. Genesis tells us that God the Father created the world by speaking his “Word” and by sending his Spirit to breathe life into the world. 

			With us, wisdom and life are abstract attributes; in God, they are more real than that; they are divine persons. Persons are more real than abstract attributes. The One God is three persons. He is neither one lonely person alone, nor is he three Gods. He is one God in three persons. 

			That is our revealed data. That is non-negotiable. Everything else is explanation, theology, that explains and accounts for the data. The Church’s creeds are guaranteed and authoritative theology, but they are only theology. They are not God. We do not worship a theology; we believe the theology but we worship a God. We only believe the theology; we believe in God, and we trust him. 

			We don’t need to understand the theology, though it is very helpful, but we do need to believe the data, because it is divinely revealed. The Bible is very clear on that. Here is the data: The Father is God. The eternal Son of God is God. The Holy Spirit is God. Yet there is one God. In God, the three persons are related to each other in eternal, infinite, and perfect love. They are not one person but three persons in total harmony and total love.

			This is surprising. If it were not surprising, we would suspect we made it up. Science progresses in its knowledge of the real world by always adjusting its theories to the data, and the data always contain surprises. What looks like solid matter is mainly space. Matter is convertible with energy. Most matter is invisible. The universe is unimaginably vast and old. Electrons that change orbits, that leave or enter atoms, exist in two different places at the same time. Time is relative: if you traveled at near the speed of light for a week and your twin stayed behind, when you met your twin again he would have aged not a week but a decade. A tiny invisible germ can kill a dinosaur or a human. The real world is full of surprises. If God the Creator of it was not even more surprising, that would be even more surprising. If we understood it all, we would be God and we would not need to believe in any other God. Whatever is really real is always surprising and full of mysteries. 

			Don’t be scandalized if you don’t understand it. Be scandalized if you think you do. Don’t throw away the faith because you can’t fully understand it. Throw it away if you do, because then it would be your own invention.

			The “bottom line” of today’s Old Testament reading is that divine wisdom is so real that it is not just an attribute of a person but is a person. When he took on human nature, his name was Jesus. 

			Second Reading

			Romans 5:1–5	

			Brothers and sisters: Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith to this grace in which we stand, and we boast in hope of the glory of God. Not only that, but we even boast of our afflictions, knowing that affliction produces endurance, and endurance, proven character, and proven character, hope, and hope does not disappoint, because the love of God has been poured out into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us.

				

			The Church gives us this rich and complex passage for today’s epistle for the liturgical feast of the Most Holy Trinity because all three persons of the Trinity find their place and their work in it.

			God the Father is the alpha and the omega, the beginning and the end, of the whole process. He is the beginning because he initiates it, by both creating us and redeeming us by sending his Son for us. He is also the end because he is what St. Paul calls “the glory of God”—that is, the fullness of everything good, true, and beautiful.

			God the Son is in it because he is the Savior. Faith in him allows God to give us our salvation, our eternal life.

			And God the Holy Spirit is the payoff, so to speak, the fulfillment of our hope, the very divine love that is poured into us by the Father and the Son, for the Holy Spirit is himself the love between the Father and the Son. Just as God’s mind and wisdom and knowledge is so great that it eternally becomes the second person, the love between the first two divine persons is so great that it eternally becomes the third person, the Holy Spirit.

			In this passage, St. Paul gives us two golden chains by which God the Holy Trinity binds us to himself, with five links in each chain. The links in the first chain are faith, justification, peace, grace, and glory. The links in the second chain are afflictions, endurance, character, hope, and love. The first chain is theological, or from God’s point of view, and the second chain is psychological, or from our point of view. The two chains overlap because the first link in the first chain is faith and the last two links in the second chain are hope and love; and faith, hope, and love, the three things that unite us to God, are like the roots, the shoots, and the fruits of a single living plant. The links in the chain are causes and effects. The roots cause the shoots, and the shoots cause the fruits.

			First comes faith. Actually, that’s not quite the whole story, for first comes God, and God’s revelation to us, and only then comes faith. Faith is our response to God.

			Faith is not something we work up within ourselves, like pushing a faith button and producing faith as you would produce light from a light switch or open a perfume bottle and get sweet smells. Faith is simply saying yes to God, not just with your mind and your mouth as with a password like “Open, Sesame,” but with your heart and soul.

			The next link in the chain is justification. That is the effect of faith. We are “justified by faith.” Justification means reconciliation with God, acceptance by God. Faith is our acceptance of God and justification is God’s acceptance of us.

			Faith is not merely a belief, an idea; it’s a relationship, a transaction, a real receiving, like a woman receiving a man’s love in both body and soul, and getting pregnant. And justification is not merely a legal statement; it, too, is a real relationship, a transaction, a giving, like a man giving a woman his love. Faith is what we do to God: we open up to his will; and justification is what God does to us: he gives us eternal life. Justification makes us spiritually pregnant. It gives us a share in God’s divine life, supernatural life, eternal life.

			(I realize that many of us have great difficulties with these physical and sexual images or analogies for spiritual things—father, mother, child, husband, wife, marriage, pregnancy, even though these are the Bible’s own primary analogies—because our decadent society has turned the two most sacred relationships in the world, marriage and fatherhood and motherhood, into things to ignore, to avoid, to laugh at, to satirize, or to lament as tragic failures. Fatherhood is in such a terrible state today that we no longer understand “God the Father’’ as something that is both full of authority and full of love; motherhood is something so-called feminists try to avoid as if it were a disease; and marriage is in such a terrible state today that a totally faithful and happy marriage is almost unimaginable and unbelievable to many of us. God designed his revelation for cultures that still respected these two holy things, not for cultures like ours that have to make an enormous effort of the imagination to understand what in the world God could be talking about when he inspires these images. They used to be icons, holy images. Not many people see them that way anymore. Please be part of the countercultural minority. Please help turn back the clock, because the clock is keeping very bad time today, so being a traditionalist is the only real way to be a progressive.)

			The next link in the chain is peace. Peace, like love, is not just a subjective feeling but an objective fact. Peace with God means oneness with God, no more war with God, no more divorce from God. Peace is not the absence of war; war is the absence of peace. Peace is positive, not negative. War is negative, not positive. War is like darkness and peace is like light. Light is not the absence of darkness; darkness is the absence of light. Peace with God is like marriage with God. Justification was the process of getting married; peace is the state of being married.

			The fourth link in the chain is God’s grace, which simply means God’s gifts. God’s primary gift is himself, a share in his own eternal life through Christ, who is God’s supreme gift to us.

			Of course, we do not deserve grace. Grace is a gift and gifts are not deserved in justice but freely given in love. They are not rights or duties or obligations that are expected; they are surprises. Why do they happen? Why does this next link in the chain exist at all? Because God is love, and love keeps giving, and once God has become our spiritual husband, we receive continuous gifts from him, because giving is what love does.

			The fifth link is glory. Not just earthly glory but “the glory of God.” As God is infinite and eternal, so is this glory. This is perfected only in heaven, of course, but it begins on earth. “Glory” is not a word we use much anymore, alas, because we don’t experience it much anymore; but deep down I think we know what it means. It means heartbreaking beauty and triumph and joy and exultation and a happiness that is not just contentment but ecstasy. The glory of God that we are destined to have is something which, in the words of the New Testament, “eye has not seen, and ear has not heard” (1 Cor. 2:9).

			These five steps are what is happening from God’s point of view. Now here’s the second chain, which is St. Paul’s five-link chain of what happens from our point of view.

			The first link is affliction, or suffering. It’s common to all mankind, but Christians have a unique understanding of affliction. In fact, they can even “boast” of their afflictions, even glory in them, because they know they are part of God’s perfectly loving and wise and all-powerful plan for their lives and their eventual joy. “Boasting” about our afflictions does not mean boasting about ourselves or our virtue in dealing with our afflictions, and it certainly does not mean going out and looking for more afflictions. Neither does it mean that our feelings of pain diminish. It means having that faith that accepts God’s will in everything, not just with a dour, stoical resignation but with an active yes to God’s perfect will. It means glorying in everything God brings into our lives, even afflictions, because we know who God is, and we know that he allows our afflictions only out of his perfect love and perfect wisdom. We seldom see that, but we can believe it. The eyes of faith see deeper than the eyes of the body or the brain. Faith goes beyond both seeing and feeling. It’s not based on our seeing or feeling or anything in us, but in the character of God and the promises of God.

			St. Paul had a weakness that he called his “thorn in the flesh” (2 Cor. 12:7). Some think it may have been epilepsy. Others speculate that it was stuttering. Here is what he said about it: “Three times I begged the Lord about this, that it might leave me, but he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.’ I will rather boast most gladly of my weaknesses . . . for the sake of Christ; for when I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor. 12:8–10).

			“Affliction produces endurance,” and that is the second link in the chain. Even wise pagans know that: “Whatever does not kill me, makes me stronger.” But Christians have a much stronger reason for believing that suffering, willed by God and accepted by faith, is profitable for us; for Christians know that God is love, and love always wills what is best for the loved one. Rabbi Abraham Heschel says, “The one who has not suffered—what could he possibly know, anyway?” One who has never suffered has not been made either wise or tough and is not prepared for suffering and is helpless when it comes. The more suffering we endure, the stronger we can become in our spirit even if the suffering weakens our body.

			Then, as the third link of the chain, this endurance causes “proven character”—that is, the kind of personality, the kind of person, that other people can rely on. It is the virtue expressed by the Hebrew word emeth, which is often translated “faithfulness,” but at other times “truth”—not the truth of a proposition or an idea but of a person. It’s used of ropes that will not break or pails whose bottoms will not fall out when heavy weights are put into them. We say “he’s a true man” or “she’s a true woman.” Solid, reliable, faithful, like the rocky, not sandy, foundation on which you can safely build your dwelling. This leads to the fourth link, hope, because hope in the Bible is not merely a wish or desire or optimism. It is a guarantee, based on God’s emeth, God’s truth, God’s utter reliability. God cannot not fulfill his promises. That’s why St. Paul says that this hope, unlike all human hopes, “does not disappoint”—ever. Our emeth, our proven character, is based on God’s emeth. We can be rocks or foundations for others because God is that for us.

			And the last step, the fifth link in the chain, the object of hope, the effect hoped for, is the very thing God has promised us—namely, the Holy Spirit. In John’s Gospel, Jesus calls the Holy Spirit “the promise of the Father.” And the Holy Spirit is love itself, divine love, infinite and unconditional love, the love between the Father and the Son that is so real that it eternally becomes the third divine person. And that is God’s ultimate gift to us: a participation, a sharing in his own life of love, a love that is unlimited, unthinkable, unimaginable, incomprehensible, unconditional, undeserved, undiluted; an unending joy and ecstasy that so vastly transcends all earthly joys that one of the saints, who lived a life full of terrible sufferings, said that from the perspective of this heavenly joy the most horrible life on earth will appear as no more awful than one night in an inconvenient hotel.

			That’s the gift God has in store not just for great saints but for every one of us who believe in him and trust in him and hope in him. He plants this gift, like a tiny seed, in the soil of your soul at Baptism, and it grows and grows until finally in heaven it becomes a great tree. If you had never seen a giant redwood tree before, you would probably not believe that a tiny seed would eventually become such a gigantic thing. If you saw the person that you are destined to become in heaven; if you saw the heavenly version of the simplest and most ordinary and most boring person you know, you would probably be tempted to bow down and worship it.

			That’s the vision that makes saints like St. Mother Teresa of Kolkata, who saw every child of God as something like the Eucharist, in which Christ is really present but disguised and hiding. She actually believed what Christ himself told us: “Whatever you did for one of these least brothers of mine, you did for me” (Matt. 25:40).

			Gospel

			John 16:12–15	

			Jesus said to his disciples: “I have much more to tell you, but you cannot bear it now. But when he comes, the Spirit of truth, he will guide you to all truth. He will not speak on his own, but he will speak what he hears, and will declare to you the things that are coming. He will glorify me, because he will take from what is mine and declare it to you. Everything that the Father has is mine; for this reason I told you that he will take from what is mine and declare it to you.”

				

			As Christ mediates the Father to us, the Spirit mediates Christ to us. There are no other pathways to God the Father. No one can know the Father except through the work of the Son, whether through his Incarnation or in his role as the eternal Logos, the divine Mind, the divine Wisdom who, as John says in his Gospel, is “the true light, which enlightens everyone” (John 1:9), not just those who believe in him. 

			And no one can know the Son except through the work of the Spirit in the very center of our souls. (Augustine says he is “more interior to me than I am to myself.”) Our very act of faith is a grace from God’s Holy Spirit, a work that God initiates in us, though we have to freely choose to be open to it and accept it. God always does his part; we often don’t do ours. 

			Jesus says: “Everything that the Father has is mine; for this reason I told you that he will take from what is mine and declare it to you.” The Father gives everything he is and everything he has to his Son, and Christ the Son gives everything he is and everything he has to the Spirit. The Spirit has nothing but what he has received from the Son (and the Father), and the Son has nothing but what he has received from the Father. 

			The most beautiful, most loved, and most popular verse in the Bible is “God is love” (1 John 4:8). The most puzzling, most misunderstood, and most unpopular doctrine in the Bible is the doctrine of the Trinity. Yet the two are one. They are identical. They say exactly the same thing. Genuine love, unselfish love, altruistic love requires at least two persons, not just one. If God is only one person, God cannot be love itself but only a lover. And in that case, until he creates creatures, until he creates others to love, God could not be an unselfish lover, only a selfish lover of himself; so in that case “God is love” would depend on us. Before God created us, God could not be unselfish love of other selves because there were no other selves. 

			It is a wonderful surprise that God is love. It doesn’t look like it. The universe does not look like love. Every material body pushes out every other material body. Every animal eats some other animal. Every man quarrels with other men. Reason alone cannot discover this ultimate secret. Reason can discover that there is a Creator, a First Cause of the universe; and that he is super-intelligent, since the universe is amazingly designed; and that he is very powerful, because the universe is amazingly immense. But reason alone, contemplating the universe alone, cannot discover that God is love. 

			How do we know that, then? We know it only through the Bible and we know it only through the Church that caused the Bible, wrote the Bible, and canonized the Bible; and above all through the one who founded and authorized the Church to teach in his name and his authority, Jesus Christ, who is the Incarnation of divine love. 

			How do we know that God is love? Look at a crucifix. That’s what God’s love did for you.  

		

	
		
			The Solemnity of the 
Most Holy Body 
and Blood of Christ

			First Reading

			Genesis 14:18–20	

			In those days, Melchizedek, king of Salem, brought out bread and wine, and being a priest of God Most High, he blessed Abram with these words: 

			“Blessed be Abram by God Most High, 

			the creator of heaven and earth; 

			and blessed be God Most High, 

			who delivered your foes into your hand.” 

			Then Abram gave him a tenth of everything.

				

			Here is how the author of the Letter to the Hebrews interprets the story of the mysterious figure of Melchizedek in today’s Old Testament reading:

			“Melchizedek, king of Salem and priest of God Most High,” “met Abraham as he returned from his defeat of the kings” and “blessed him.” And Abraham apportioned to him “a tenth of everything.” His name first means righteous king, and he was also “king of Salem,” that is, king of peace. Without father, mother, or ancestry, without beginning of days or end of life, thus made to resemble the Son of God, he remains a priest forever. (Heb. 7:1–3)

			No other figure in Scripture is both priest and king except Christ and Melchizedek. No other priest is “a priest forever” except Christ and Melchizedek. No other figure in Scripture is called “king of righteousness” except Christ and Melchizedek. No other figure in Scripture is called “king of peace” except Christ and Melchizedek. No other figure is without a human father except Christ and Melchizedek. No other figure is “without beginning of days or end of life” except Christ and Melchizedek.

			There are four theories about who Melchizedek actually was.

			The first and simplest one is that Melchizedek is a unique but merely human historical prefiguration of Christ whose ancestry was ordinary and human (he had a human father and mother) but was just not mentioned in the account we read in Genesis, and that the author of the Letter to the Hebrews did not mean to say that he literally had no human father and was therefore divine, but only that God providentially inspired the author of Genesis to omit his genealogy so that he could appear more clearly as a prefiguration of the true Messiah, Christ.

			The second interpretation is that Melchizedek was an angel. Angels usually appear disguised as human beings. But they do not have families or human fathers or birth certificates. 

			The third interpretation is that Melchizedek was Christ himself, the Son of God, the second person of the Trinity, come to earth to appear to Abraham not as a literal flesh and blood human being, as he was when he was later born of Mary, but as an appearance, a kind of “virtual reality’’ or hologram or vision, a prefiguration to Abraham of what he would be later in his literal Incarnation in Mary’s womb. Perhaps he also did this a number of other times before his Incarnation. There is a mysterious unnamed figure called merely “the angel [or messenger] of the Lord” who appears a few other times in the Old Testament narrative and prefigures Christ in some ways.

			The fourth interpretation is that the story is meant as a parable, not literal history; that Melchizedek is not meant by the author to be a historical figure but a symbolic one in a holy story, a parable or allegory, which the Holy Spirit inspired the author(s) of Genesis to invent. Of course, the human author did not realize at the time that the divine author meant to prefigure and symbolize the Christ who was to come about two thousand years later.

			The Church has never dogmatically decreed that all the events in the Old Testament are meant to be interpreted as literal and historical. Noah, Job, and Jonah have sometimes been interpreted by very good and orthodox theologians as fictional rather than historical. Fiction can teach infallible truths as well as history can.

			The essential thing about Melchizedek is that he is a priest. That is also Christ’s primary function. Christ is the supreme prophet, priest, and king—the three offices established by God in Israel, his chosen people, and fulfilled by Christ. Christ is an infallible prophet, or divine mouthpiece of God. The word “prophet’’ means literally “mouthpiece” or “one who speaks forth for another.” Christ is the “Logos” or “Word” of God. Christ is also the king of the whole universe, since St. Paul says in Colossians that the Father created the universe for his divine Son (Col. 1:16). But Christ’s essential task for us and essential relation to us is as our Savior from sin and eternal death by being our priest and mediator with God, offering the sacrifice of his own body and blood for our sins.

			He is both priest and victim, both the one who offers the sacrifice and the one who is offered as the sacrifice. He is the priest who offers to the Father the only adequate sacrifice that could save us, the sacrifice of his own body and blood on the cross, which he continues to offer for our salvation in the Mass. Our priests are simply his instruments. When the priest pronounces the words of consecration, that is Christ himself speaking, for no mere man, but only God, has the power to change bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Christ. The priest merely lends God his lips. Who Melchizedek was is not important, except to our historical curiosity. Who Christ is, is supremely important for our eternal salvation.

			We see Melchizedek also in today’s passage from the Psalms: “The Lord said to my Lord: ‘Sit at my right hand till I make your enemies your footstool.’ The scepter of your power the Lord will stretch forth from Zion: ‘Rule in the midst of your enemies.’ ‘Yours is princely power in the day of your birth, in holy splendor; before the daystar, like the dew, I have begotten you.’ The Lord has sworn, and he will not repent: ‘You are a priest forever, according to the order of Melchizedek’” (Ps. 110:1–4).

			The doctrine of the Trinity was not yet revealed clearly in the Old Testament, because God wanted to make absolutely sure first that his chosen people understood the absoluteness of monotheism. There are not three gods but one God. The most well known and well used of all Jewish prayers is the shema: “Hear, O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord alone” (Deut. 6:4). The three divine persons are not three gods or three parts of God but one and the same God.

			But there are strong hints of the Trinity in the Old Testament. One of these hints is in today’s Psalm verse (Ps. 110:1, 2, 3, 4), which contains three puzzles that can be explained only by the doctrine of the Trinity, or at least the idea that God is more than just one divine person. 

			First, the Psalm begins with one divine person speaking to another: “The Lord says to my Lord, ‘Sit at my right hand.’” 

			Second, the Lord speaks to this second person of the second person’s eternal birth: “Yours is princely power in the day of your birth, in holy splendor; /  before the daystar, like the dew, I have begotten you.” The daystar is the sun, and God (“the Lord”) here says to the second person, who is also called “my Lord,” that he, the Lord, has begotten this second person, “my Lord,” “before the daystar.” In other words, this second person is older and earlier than the sun, which came into existence many millions of years ago. The Lord, who can only be God the Father, says to this second person, who can only be God the Son, that he has begotten him. But God does not beget children as we do; he does not have a human body. This must be an eternal and spiritual begetting. So the second divine person is co-eternal with the first.

			The third hint of the Trinity in this Psalm passage is Melchizedek. The Psalm says, “The Lord has sworn, and he will not repent: / ‘You are a priest forever, according to the order of Melchizedek.’” There were two human priesthoods that God established in Israel: the priesthood of the tribe of Levi and the priesthood of the descendants of Aaron. Neither one of these two priesthoods exists any more today. Jews have rabbis but not priests. But the order of Melchizedek is forever. No merely human priesthood is forever. So this person that the Lord is addressing as “a priest forever . . . according to the order of Melchizedek” can only be Christ, who is eternal.

			Christ’s essential task on earth is to be our priest and mediator with the Father, to offer up his own body and human blood as the sacrifice that takes away the sins of the world. His priesthood lasts forever because he lasts forever. He eternally offers himself to the Father for us. And this second divine person, God the Son, has a human body and blood. He became incarnate; he added a human nature to his divine nature, as the Father and the Holy Spirit do not. This human body and blood is what he offers up for our salvation. He makes this offering eternally, in heaven; he made it once for all time on the cross, and he makes it on every Catholic altar in the world every day until the end of time in the Mass. 

			We see the essence of the Mass in the New Testament, at the Last Supper. St. Paul writes of it when he says:

			Second Reading

			1 Corinthians 11:23–26	

			Brothers and sisters: I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that the Lord Jesus, on the night he was handed over, took bread, and, after he had given thanks, broke it and said, “This is my body that is for you. Do this in remembrance of me.” In the same way also the cup, after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.” For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the death of the Lord until he comes.

				

			Jesus’ last words to us, to his disciples, were these: “All power in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, until the end of the age” (Matt. 28:19–20). Jesus’ last instructions to his disciples were not about the Bible but about the Church and her two main sacraments, Baptism and the Eucharist. He did not tell them first of all what to say but what to do, “teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you.” At the Last Supper he commanded, “Do this in memory of me” (Luke 22:19). 

			The earliest descriptions of Christian worship show all the essential elements of the Mass, centering on the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist. All Christians put the Eucharist at the center of their worship for the first fifteen hundred years of the Church’s history, until the Protestant “reformers” replaced the Mass with the Bible. They put the preaching of the Bible at the center of their worship and of their church architecture instead of the altar of Eucharistic sacrifice. The Bible is indeed the Word of God, but it is only the Word of God on paper, while the Eucharist is the Word of God in person, in flesh and blood. Christ told us to do many things: to love each other, to feed the poor, to preach the whole Gospel, to practice justice and peace, to habituate ourselves to virtues like courage and self-control and honesty and chastity and compassion. The Church has not always been faithful to all these other commands of Christ—there have been many wicked Christians—but she has always been faithful to this one: “Do this in remembrance of me.”

			For this one, unlike all the others, is the literal, actual, Real Presence of Christ himself. It is to be adored. Nothing else is. To adore anything else, however holy, is idolatry. We do not worship the Bible or the Church or the creeds or the virtues or the saints, but we worship the Eucharist because it is Christ himself, in person, the whole Christ, Body and Blood, Soul and Divinity. If that is not true, then Catholics are the world’s biggest fools and idolaters, for they are confusing mere bread and wine with the eternal, perfect God, and worshiping this false god. But if it is true, then Catholics are the most privileged people in the world because they are given the greatest gift anyone ever gave humanity, the Real Presence of God Incarnate in their bodies as well as their souls.

			Gospel

			Luke 9:11b–17	

			Jesus spoke to the crowds about the kingdom of God, and he healed those who needed to be cured. As the day was drawing to a close, the Twelve approached him and said, “Dismiss the crowd so that they can go to the surrounding villages and farms and find lodging and provisions; for we are in a deserted place here.” He said to them, “Give them some food yourselves.” They replied, “Five loaves and two fish are all we have, unless we ourselves go and buy food for all these people.” Now the men there numbered about five thousand. Then he said to his disciples, “Have them sit down in groups of about fifty.” They did so and made them all sit down. Then taking the five loaves and the two fish, and looking up to heaven, he said the blessing over them, broke them, and gave them to the disciples to set before the crowd. They all ate and were satisfied. And when the leftover fragments were picked up, they filled twelve wicker baskets.

				

			Today is the Feast of Corpus Christi, “the Body of Christ.” What does that term mean?

			The same term, “the Body of Christ,” is used for both the Church and the Eucharist. This is not confusion. This is deliberate. Let’s see if we can understand that point, the unity of these two meanings of “the Body of Christ,” the Church and the Eucharist.

			What is the Church? The Church is not first of all a building, or even a visible organization. Two of the most important terms that the Church uses to define herself are what the Second Vatican Council called “the people of God” and what Pope Pius XII called “the Mystical Body of Christ” in his great encyclical by that name. What unites the people of God, and what makes them the people of God, is the Eucharist, which is Christ himself. The other term for the Church, the Mystical Body of Christ, refers to the same reality, the spiritual reality we are all real parts of, as our many atoms and molecules and cells and organs are real parts of our single self. The unity of all the organs in the body is not a visible organ like the brain; the unity is invisible and spiritual. It is the soul, or spirit. The soul is the single source of life of all the many organs of the body. When it leaves, all the organs die at once. Christ is to the Church what the soul is to the body.

			What unites the Church is the Eucharist because what unites the Church is Christ and the Eucharist is Christ himself. The Church is the Mystical Body of Christ, the invisible Body of Christ, the spiritual Body of Christ; and the Eucharist is the material Body of Christ, the visible Body of Christ. When the priest holds up the consecrated Host, he says, “Behold the Lamb of God.” It is something we can see. What we see with our senses alone is only the appearances of bread and wine; but what we see with the eyes of faith is Christ himself, because Christ said it and we believe it. He did not say, “This resembles my Body,” but “This is my Body.” We believe that because Christ is God, and God cannot lie.

			These two meanings of “the Body of Christ”—namely, the Church and the Eucharist—are related in the opposite way from what we may be tempted to think. The Church does not make the Eucharist; the Eucharist makes the Church. That’s because the Eucharist is Christ himself. It is not just a symbol, a ceremony, a liturgy, a thing the Church does. The Church does not do Christ, Christ does the Church. 

			Why do we have the story of the miraculous feeding of the five thousand for today’s Feast of Corpus Christi? Because the first and most important meaning of this miracle of the feeding of the five thousand from five loaves of bread and two fish is that it is a kind of prediction or foreshadowing of the Eucharist, where Christ multiplies his own Body and Blood to feed millions of Catholics around the world every Sunday.

			The miracle of feeding five thousand people from a little bit of bread and fish is indeed a very great miracle. It’s reported in all four Gospels. If we had seen it, we would have been amazed. But that miracle was not as great as the miracle we see today, the miracle we are in today, the miracle of the Eucharist, because the Eucharist is the very Body and Blood of Christ, and that is a far greater thing and an infinitely more precious gift to us than bread and fish, even if they are miraculously multiplied. 

			There are also other, secondary meanings to the multiplication of the loaves and fishes, other things that Christ, as God, can miraculously multiply as he multiplied them. One of them is time. If we give him the little loaves and fishes of our time, by spending time in his presence in prayer, especially the primary Christian prayer which is the Mass, and also personal prayer each day, then he will miraculously multiply our time so that, at the end of the day, we will find that we accomplished much more than we thought we could. If, on the other hand, our first thought in the morning is not him but ourselves and all our problems and obligations and responsibilities and worries; if we think we do not have time to pray today; then we will find at the end of the day that we accomplished less than we thought we could. I don’t know how he does this multiplication of time, but I know he does it. I know that from personal experience, and so do other Christians who pray faithfully.

			In fact, whatever we sacrifice to him in faith and love, he multiplies and gives back to us in far greater quantity or quality in the end. Most importantly, if we give him our will, if we say and mean, “Thy will be done,” we will find that our deepest will is always done, and we will find the deepest happiness and peace that is attainable in this world. That experience too is certified by all faithful Christians, especially the saints. The man who was probably the greatest poet of modern times, T.S. Eliot, said that the greatest line in all of human literature was a line from the greatest poet of medieval times, Dante. The line, from the Divine Comedy, is: “In his will is our peace.”

			The truth of that statement can be proved in daily experience. Life is a laboratory. Make the experiment. I absolutely guarantee that you will get results. But you have to really do it, not just think about it. Thinking about it is easy; doing it is hard. Thinking about it makes you feel good about yourself and perhaps even proud of yourself, for having such high ideals; trying to do it and discovering how hard it is makes you feel humble about yourself. In fact, sometimes we can delude ourselves into thinking that we have done it just because we have thought about it and agreed that it is good and imagined ourselves doing it. Remember Jesus’ parable of the two sons (Matt. 21:28–31): the father asked both to do a job, and the first said no but then he did the deed while the second said yes but did nothing. Jesus asked which of the two did his father’s will. John writes, “Let us love not in word or speech but in deed and truth” (1 John 3:18). Truth in deeds is even more important than truth in words.

		

	
		
			The Solemnity of Our 
Lord Jesus Christ, 
King of the Universe 

			First Reading

			2 Samuel 5:1–3	

			In those days, all the tribes of Israel came to David in Hebron and said: “Here we are, your bone and your flesh. In days past, when Saul was our king, it was you who led the Israelites out and brought them back. And the Lord said to you, ‘You shall shepherd my people Israel and shall be commander of Israel.’” When all the elders of Israel came to David in Hebron, King David made an agreement with them there before the Lord, and they anointed him king of Israel.

				

			One of Jesus’ titles is “Son of David.” It is both literal and symbolic. 

			It is literal because Jesus the Messiah was prophesied to be the direct descendant of David. David was Jesus’ great-great-great-grandfather twenty-eight generations removed, according to the calculation in Matthew’s genealogy (Matt. 1:1–17). 

			It is also symbolic because David was a shepherd before he became a king. Then, when he was a king, he was another kind of shepherd, a good king who took care of his people as a good shepherd takes care of his sheep. The symbolism in David’s life is in turn symbolic of Jesus. Jesus is the ultimate shepherd. He is also the ultimate king. The accusation Pilate put on his cross said: “Jesus the Nazorean, the King of the Jews” (John 19:19). That was meant to be sarcastic, but it was true. Jesus is the King of his chosen people the Jews, and he is the King of the whole world. 

			The fact that King David was a shepherd as well as a king was paradoxical, and it is also paradoxical that Jesus, the King of the world, is also a shepherd, a humble caregiver to his sheep. In the world, kings are privileged, rich, and powerful. They usually get much more than they give. Jesus is the opposite kind of king. He gives his life, his very body, for us. That’s his kingly power—the power of love, not domination.

			That’s how we are to be kings too. The greatest power, the greatest kingship, is to love, to give yourself to others. What seems weakness is really the greatest power in the universe. The most powerful thing Jesus ever did, the most powerful thing anyone ever did, the only thing powerful enough to defeat the devil, to defeat sin and death and hell, was Jesus’ supreme act of love, giving up his own body and blood, his own life, on the cross.

			When Jesus said, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46), the experience of joy between himself and his Father was split, like an atom—not in objective reality but in his subjective feelings. At that moment Jesus felt what hell was like: to be utterly forsaken of God. That psychological splitting of the atom of the Trinity released a power far greater than the splitting of the uranium or plutonium atom in an atomic bomb. That supreme act of love, which seemed to be the supreme weakness, was in fact the supreme power. Jesus is the King of kings because his crown is made of something more precious and powerful than gold: it is made of thorns. 

			The closer we come to that cross, the more we actively share his act of self-giving, and the closer we come to the secret of supreme power and kingship. 

			Second Reading

			Colossians 1:12–20	

			Brothers and sisters: Let us give thanks to the Father, who has made you fit to share in the inheritance of the holy ones in light. He delivered us from the power of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins. 

			He is the image of the invisible God, 

			the firstborn of all creation. 

			For in him were created all things in heaven and on earth, 

			the visible and the invisible, 

			whether thrones or dominions or principalities or powers; 

			all things were created through him and for him. 

			He is before all things, 

			and in him all things hold together. 

			He is the head of the body, the church. 

			He is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, 

			that in all things he himself might be preeminent. 

			For in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell, 

			and through him to reconcile all things for him, 

			making peace by the blood of his cross 

			through him, whether those on earth or those in heaven.

				

			Why does the Church end her liturgical year with a feast called “Christ the King”? 

			We tend to think of God the Father as the ultimate King and Jesus as God’s prime minister. When we call Jesus the “Son of God,” we think that makes him “God, Junior.” We may even doubt his full deity and call him simply “the man for others” or “the super saint” or perhaps “the super social worker.” But the Gospel says that he was from the beginning both “with God” and “was God” (John 1:1). St. Thomas the Apostle called him “my Lord and my God” (John 20:28), and Jesus did not correct him. The Nicene Creed that we recite every Sunday calls him “God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God; begotten, not made, consubstantial with the Father; through him all things were made.” Here are some of the things St. Paul calls him:

			First, “the image of the invisible God.” A perfect mirror image. The invisible God made visible, the divinity that assumed humanity without losing any of his divinity. 

			Second, “the firstborn of all creation.” He is the Creator who became a creature, so this creature is also the Creator, and as such he is older than all creation, the First Cause, the Un-caused Cause of creation.

			Third, “in him were created all things in heaven and on earth, the visible and the invisible”—that is, both the whole material universe and all kinds of angels, “whether thrones or dominions or principalities or powers.” God created all things in and through his Word, his Son, his Logos. All three persons of the Trinity together created the world.

			Fourth, all things were created not only by him and “in him” but also “for him.” He is the end, the goal, the purpose, the consummation, the point, the good of all creation. He says to St. John in Revelation, “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end” (Rev. 22:13).

			Fifth, he is not only “before all things” but right now “in him all things hold together.” He is the common cause of all things, the giver of existence to all of them at every moment, not just in the past. “He’s got the whole world in his hands.”

			Sixth, he is the Head of the Church, which is not just his people, but his Body. Head and body are not like horse and rider or captain and ship or master and servant, but one complete person, both human and divine. The Church is more than an organization; it is an organism, a living body.

			Seventh, he is the beginning not only of all natural life but also of all supernatural life, all immortal life, all resurrected life. He is the first to rise from the dead, and we rise only because we are in him as members of his Mystical Body.

			St. Paul says that this makes him “preeminent” in all things. First in every way, both in order and in value, both as the first cause and as the final end, as the first cause of both natural life and supernatural life, resurrected life. 

			Then, he says that “in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell.” There is nothing in God the Father that is not in God the Son. If we have Jesus, we have it all. Jesus is not one third of God—Jesus is all of God. God is not divided into parts. See Jesus? That’s all there is; there ain’t no more. Infinity cannot be surpassed. When Philip said to him, “Show us the Father, and that will be enough for us,” Jesus answered him, “Have I been with you for so long a time and you still do not know me, Philip? Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:8–9).

			Finally, St. Paul says that Jesus used his divinity to “reconcile all things for him, making peace by the blood of his cross through him, whether those on earth or those in heaven.” What he did on Calvary was not just to reconcile us to God but to reconcile everything, the whole creation. For we are the priests of the whole creation. We are the only ones who can know God, choose God, love God, and offer to God anything at all. Planets and stars can’t do that, and plants and animals can’t do that—only we can do that. So in saving us, Jesus saved the whole universe. 

			When we know and love God’s creation, we give it a second life in our lives, our minds, and our hearts. We make it part of our human life; we humanize it. What we do to the world, God does to us: as we take it up into a higher life by making it part of our lives, he takes us up into his higher life by making us part of his life. God is often defined as the object of our religious experience. It’s truer to say that we are the objects of God’s religious experience. 

			And all of that is made possible only by Jesus Christ, the King of everything. 

			Gospel

			Luke 23:35–43	

			The rulers sneered at Jesus and said, “He saved others, let him save himself if he is the chosen one, the Christ of God.” Even the soldiers jeered at him. As they approached to offer him wine they called out, “If you are King of the Jews, save yourself.” Above him there was an inscription that read, “This is the King of the Jews.” 

			Now one of the criminals hanging there reviled Jesus, saying, “Are you not the Christ? Save yourself and us.” The other, however, rebuking him, said in reply, “Have you no fear of God, for you are subject to the same condemnation? And indeed, we have been condemned justly, for the sentence we received corresponds to our crimes, but this man has done nothing criminal.” Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.” He replied to him, “Amen, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise.”

				

			If we were totally honest, most of us would have to say that our lives have been pretty good, pretty happy, pretty successful, and pretty nice. They were not at all like the life of the thief on the cross. You were not a professional thief. One of the evangelists suggests that he was also a murderer. You probably never murdered anybody. You were probably never as poor as he was. You lived in a bubble, in the most comfortable, wealthy, and peaceful nation in history. You will not be crucified. Your life will not end in torture, in hours of absolutely excruciating pain. You do not live in a world without anesthetics. You were not judged to be so evil and dangerous that you had to be killed. 

			Yet this man’s life was more successful, more glorious, more happy, more worth living than yours if at the point of your death you do not hear from Jesus Christ the words that he heard: “Amen, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise.”

			This Sunday is the Feast of Christ the King. It is the last Sunday of the Church’s year, the culmination of Ordinary Time. Why does the Church select this theme—Christ the King—as the theme for the very last Sunday in Ordinary Time? And why is the last sentence of the last Scripture reading of this last Sunday in Ordinary Time the words that Jesus said to the thief? Because on the last day of your life, that is what you will hear from Jesus Christ if you can at that time confess from your heart the first and earliest and shortest and most essential of all the creeds in Christian history, the three-word confession that St. Paul mentions more than once in his writings: “Jesus is Lord” (Rom. 10:9; 1 Cor. 12:3). If he is your king too, you will reign with him. His supreme triumph will be your triumph. If you make room for him on the throne of your life, he will make room for you on his throne in heaven. You will share his kingship, his triumph, his glory. 

			Nothing in the whole universe can possibly be more important than that. 

			Do you think that that’s just too idealistic, too extreme, too much to be practical? Jesus, the most practical man who ever lived, once uttered the most practical sentence anyone ever spoke, when he said, “What profit is there for one to gain the whole world and forfeit his life?” (Mark 8:36). 

			The other side of that coin of truth is the words that Jim Eliot, the missionary martyr, said when he was called a fool for risking his life—and eventually losing it—in bringing Christ to a dangerous and warlike tribe in Ecuador: “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.” 

			St. Teresa of Avila, who spoke not from a life of comforts, like ours, but from a life of very serious sufferings, said that when we look back on the most awful earthly life from the standpoint of heaven, it will look “no more serious than one night in an inconvenient hotel.” 

			The door of death looks like the darkest thing in our world because death destroys our whole world. Yet when we are through it, we will see that it was the brightest and most glorious and most triumphant of all the doors in our life. Heaven opens our eyes to that, and in the anthem “Open Our Eyes,” we pray: “Thou hast made death glorious and triumphant, for through its portals we enter into the presence of the Living God.”

			Christ is the King, the King of kings. If he is your king, your life will have been infinitely worth living.
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