13TH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘C’

I had a pleasant road trip with my friend, Father Tom Donaldson, a seminary classmate from La Crosse Diocese who retired six months ago.  We drove to the east coast to see the sights and visit some family members.  We each have a niece in the Washington, DC area whom we visited, as well as touring a bit of our nation’s capitol, a first for me.  We also visited his nephew and family in Connecticut, and my oldest brother and family in the Boston area.  Then we toured Main and New Hampshire and worked our way back here.

We apparently were just ahead of the heavy tourist season, but there were still too many people and too much traffic for this country boy.  I do not understand how they can be content with all of that congestion, and I know they think I am depriving myself by preferring more sedentary surroundings.  It is good that they can find fulfillment in their lives and work, which serve us in so many ways.  And it is good that we choose to live and work where we do in order to serve them.

God’s Word today invites us to reflect upon our lives and lifestyles and consider the depth of our commitments.  I glanced at the scriptures and commentaries of this weekend before I left on vacation, and even found some good thoughts on commitment that were helpful for my homily at Kristen Brown’s wedding before I left.  I share them with you now:

It matters to what and to whom we commit ourselves – whether or not we marry and if we do to whom; whether or not we have children; what it is to which we give over the energy of our labors; what dreams we allow ourselves to be driven by; and, ultimately, the extent to which we allow faith to shape our lives.  It all matters.

If we do not commit to something, a life of any significance will be less likely from that very moment onward.

Many of the followers of Jesus were put off when Jesus presented to them the level of commitment that he believed was essential to belong to the Kingdom of God.  One said, “I will follow you, 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.”

And, indeed, we see in today’s first reading how after Elijah the prophet called Elisha to succeed him as prophet, Elisha first wanted to kiss his father and mother goodbye, and Elijah was okay with that.  But Elisha had second thoughts and looked ahead, instead.  He slaughtered his twelve yoke of oxen, chopped up his plow for fuel to boil their flesh, and gave it to his people to eat.  Then Elisha left and followed Elijah as his attendant.

If Elisha owned twelve yoke of oxen and a plow, he was comparatively very wealthy.  Elsewhere in the Bible, Jesus challenges a rich young man to give away his riches in order to follow Jesus, but he goes away sad.  Possessions easily come to be considered necessities.  Rather than serve us, they can distract us from fully realizing ourselves in trying to be all we can be and do what really matters.

It might seem harsh of Jesus when one he invites to follow first wants to bury his father.  Jesus say, “let the dead bury the dead, but you, go and proclaim the Kingdom of God.”  Commentators explain that, first of all, the man’s father likely was still alive and healthy.  And to bury the dead in First century Palestine sometimes meant having to take on the responsibilities of the dead – farm, fishing, and family.  And to have nowhere to lay one’s head gave as much freedom then as it does today.  And to be detached, without regret, has always been a sign of God’s Kingdom.  (As I preach all this to you, I feel that I also must confess to you that, one month ago, I gave in to getting a cell phone!)

We see in God’s Word to us today that those who wish to follow him must put discipleship above all else.  We must always seek to do what is good and loving toward others no matter the cost to our time, talent, and the power and money that we control.  Discipleship comes first, above creature

comforts, above family relationships, above any other attachment that one may have in life.

We are called to detach ourselves, not only from material things, but also from memories that can be cluttered with anger and revenge.  As we attend family and class reunions this summer, let us keep this in mind.  They are often occasions when we discover that we have not yet completely left behind our past hurts, failures, and disappointments, and set our hand to the plow of our vocation, career, and other goals without looking back.  It matters to what and to whom we commit ourselves, even the extent to which we allow faith to shape our lives.  It all matters.

Next Sunday is the 4th of July, our great holiday as a nation.  There will be flag waving, fireworks, and commentaries on our victories in wars against the British and so many others.  But the purpose of declaring the 4th of July as a national holiday was to celebrate our Declaration of Independence… freedom to realize and fulfill ourselves as persons and as a people, declaring that all people are created equal, all have the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.  

May our generation show the Kingdom of God most vividly in the way we live simply, fight for justice, and are detached from everything, except the essentials!

