FOURTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘C’

During the past year, I have occasionally written and spoken about the transition from Parish Council to Pastoral Council, which the leadership of the Archdiocese is introducing to all parishes.  More than anything, it is simply a new approach to leadership and parish life that urges the elected parish leaders to become more reflective than practical in their work, and encourages all parish committees to appreciate the importance of their existence and activity in the practical proclamation of the Kingdom of God as a parish community.

 We will soon begin to review our Mission Statement, and are hoping for the attendance and participation of many parish members in this study.  We will then work to establish a vision for realizing the mission that we discover to be ours today.

Today’s Gospel reading recalls the reading from last weekend, where Jesus began his public ministry in his hometown of Nazareth … or at least he tried.  We see that Jesus’ vision for his mission is to inaugurate a jubilee year in which the poor and oppressed have a new chance to thrive. In the Old Testament book of Leviticus, a jubilee year is to be observed after every seven weeks of years, or 49 years.  The 50th year was a time for everyone to return lands and other properties to their original families, and all would begin again on an equal footing.  Unfortunately, there is no indication in history that this new chance for the poor and oppressed to thrive ever happened.

 For the Jewish people, gathering on the Sabbath to hear and interpret God’s Word is the way they continually build up their identity as God’s people.  The Word of God functions like a constitution for a nation, a state, or any group of people. Our Parish Council, for example, has a constitution. A constitution creates a community that lives its story into the future.  In today’s Gospel reading, Jesus was involving himself in the life of His people according to their constitution, expanding the Word of God for them, and pushed the envelope beyond where his people wanted to go.

 Just over a year ago, we had the inauguration of a new president for our country.  He proclaimed his vision of the mission of a president, and was welcomed and hailed by many.  One year later, many realities as well as oppositions are challenging that vision.

 For Jesus, the honeymoon period of his public ministry was brief.  He proclaims a jubilee year by recalling it in Scripture and announcing that it is the time for looking at the world from God’s point of view, in which the poor and blind are as important as the rich and seeing.

 In today’s First Reading, the prophet Jeremiah is relating his experience of having been called by God, who told him, “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you and dedicated you to be a prophet to the nations.  The reading omits verses 6-16, where Jeremiah protests that he is too young and incapable.  And in verses beyond this reading, life gets rough for Jeremiah, just as public ministry got rough right away for Jesus.

 The first bit of Good News that Jesus had for the people of his hometown of Nazareth was that God had sent him to save not only them, but also all of God’s children.  He gives the Nazarenes, the people of Nazareth, examples from their Scriptures of God reaching out to people of other races and nations.  There were many widows in Israel in the days of Elijah, but Elijah was sent to a widow of Zarephath in the land of Sidon; there were many lepers in Israel during the time of Elisha the prophet, but the only leper cleansed was Naaman the Syrian.

 Last Sunday, we heard that the people of Jesus’ hometown of Nazareth were marveling and speaking favorably of Jesus.  But with these examples of God’s love reaching out to others they change; they become an angry lynch mob; they try to kill him.

 When Jesus broadened the scope of God’s love, when he included others too, even non-Israelites, even the pagans and barbarians, then they got mad, really mad, mad enough to kill him.

 The world-view of the people of Nazareth, indeed of all of the Chosen People of Israel, would have been very small.  2,000 years ago, most people would not have traveled very far during their lifetimes; there would have been little if any international trade, and virtually no news of the lives of the people of other tribes and nations.  

 Anyone who looked or spoke or did things in a manner different from them would be cause for their concern.  Unable to communicate with them, they easily became angry and defensive and considered others to be evil for not being like themselves.  And to hear Jesus’ claim that God loved these creatures even to the point of curing them and providing for their needs was too much.  As usual, it was considered much easier to kill the messenger than to accept the truth of the message.  And we know that that is what eventually happened.

 The past 2,000+ years have enabled us to become more and more aware of one another as members of a world community, and this has challenged and even forced us to realize that the Good News that Jesus proclaimed is that the Father sent him not only for the Chosen People of the Old Testament and the people who would receive His life into theirs at Baptism and seek to live as committed Christians, but that ALL people for ALL time are children of God.

 Like the people of Nazareth, we do not always like to be reminded of what we should already know.  It can cause us to be at war with ourselves, and make casualties of the innocent

 I recall that, as a child in a lily-white community, the “N” word was not discouraged.  Nor were the terms we heard and used in reference to Hispanic or Italians or any other ethnic group that did not inhabit Allamakee County.  Back then; we even took great liberties in condemning all Christians who were not Catholics.  The radio, newspaper, and movies did not expand our world very far, and television had not yet arrived.

As science and technology have advanced, our awareness of what God has created has grown and our faith in Jesus message of love for God and God’s people has been challenged to expand to the end of the earth.  And the heart of Jesus’ message is still the call to love the poor and the oppressed.  

 More and more, we are reminded of this key point as we are made aware of natural disasters throughout the world, such as earthquakes, floods, hurricanes, tsunami’s, famines, plagues of illnesses of various types, etc.  We respond generously to such tragedies, but we tend to at least think twice if someone who is somehow different from us is going to live next door or work beside us.

 God’s Word to us today includes not only the loving witness of Jeremiah and Jesus, but also Saint Paul’s well-known dissertation on love … if I do all great things but do not have love I am nothing.  This reading is often heard at marriage ceremonies, but these words also apply to the love of parents for children, children for parents, friends and relatives for one another, as well as attitudes and actions between all persons throughout the world, to whatever degree we interrelate.

 In the end love is not a feeling, but a decision; a matter of the will … a matter of how we decide to live God’s presence, which is love.  Love needs to be basic to what we consider our mission to be, and practiced according to our vision of living our mission … as persons, as families, as parishes, as communities, countries, states, nations, and world.

Today, Jeremiah, Jesus, and Saint Paul call us to reflect upon our lives in the context of love.  Faith, hope, and love remain, these three; but the greatest of these is love.  Love is a way of living and being and doing that will survive every other spiritual gift. 

 

 

 

 

