TWENTY-THIRD SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘C’

 

Since Father Tom Braak was covering Masses here the weekend of my 50th class reunion and Deacon Dave agreed to prepare to preach last weekend, I left a couple of days early and returned a couple of days late.  I wrote about my time away for the Pastor’s Corner of today’s bulletin, but I want to share in more depth one experience I had which, for me, really drives home the point of today’s Scriptures on Christian Discipleship.

My friends in suburban Chicago took me to the Illinois Holocaust Museum and Education Center in Skokie.  I recommend it to all who might have the opportunity to visit there.  We spent five hours on the self-guided tour. One part is a traveling exhibit called “Deadly Medicine: Creating the Master Race”, sponsored by the United States Holocaust Museum.  It traces the history of the claims of biological superiority as far back as 1920.

At that time, a book was published titled “Authorization of the Destruction of Life Unworthy of Life.  It states: “If one imagines … a battlefield covered with thousands of dead youths … and then our institutions for idiots and their care … one is most appalled by … the sacrifice of the best of humanity while the best care is lavished on life of negative worth.”

In 1938, Joseph Goebbels, Nazi Germany’s Minister of Propaganda, took a direct swipe at Christianity with this statement: “Our starting point is not the individual, and we d not subscribe to the view that one should feed the hungry, give drink to the thirsty, or clothe the naked … our objectives are entirely different: we must have  a healthy people in order to prevail in the world.”

The Good News that Jesus proclaims contradicts the conventional and practical wisdom that there is not enough to go around, so it must be preserved for our own kind.

 At first, Jesus does not seem to be too compassionate himself when we hear him say, “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.”

But this comes just after the passage in Luke, Chapter 14, about the Parable of the Great Feast.  Among the excuses people gave the man who invited many to a great dinner was, “I have just married a woman and therefore I cannot attend.”  Jesus is teaching the cost of discipleship, and is saying that even the legitimate duties to family and work cannot outweigh service to others.

Jesus was speaking to adult Jewish people who were accustomed to stern and straightforward talk from their rabbis.  Those who could convert to the way of Jesus would likely do so without the support of family members.  They were aware that they would have to choose between natural, good, perfectly normal inclinations and singular attention to the person of Jesus.  Turning our back on father and mother is not about rejecting, but about becoming able to live the gospel more maturely, about releasing our grip on the past and growing up.

Jesus did not demand that his followers surrender all property or sever ties with family.  Jesus asks a spirit of detachment such that, in the interests of Christ and the Gospel, the disciple is ready, at any time, to leave all else so as to be firmly attached to Jesus.

It was after Germany’s defeat in World War I and during the political and economic crises that followed that the ideas such as racial hygiene gained popularity.  Keeping unfit people alive to reproduce and multiply interfered with creating a super race.

Sadly, such attitudes continue to influence thinking and action.  Society no longer nourishes ethical and religious behavior.  Our call as disciples is to evangelize with the Gospel of Christ in the face of ethnic cleansing, harvesting of human embryo stem cells, capital punishment, and abortion.

And in tough economic times such as these, the temptation to cut back on charitable giving and think more of oneself increases.  Whenever I see Kim Walker and her labeling machine in an aisle at Fareway, I tease her that she is lowering prices again.  She regretfully replies that such is usually not the case.

I am tempted to cut back on my giving in order to keep a bit more for the uncertain future, but that is inconsistent with my faith; that is not the way of a disciple of Jesus.  And, after five years as your pastor, I have been able to get to know at least some of you and your crosses, and how well you persevere in bearing them.  The Food Pantry collection and 4th Sunday Collections of last weekend are testimonies to your continued concern for others in spite of the increase in your own costs of living.  

There are few things that are essential to a happy life: human dignity, meaning and purpose, love of others, and a true sense of security.  The Unsinkable Molly Brown said, “Money is like manure.  In order for it do any good, you have to spread it around!”

The prayer of Solomon in today’s first reading calls us to get rid of what we think we have to have in order to make room for what we really need.  The Gospel promises us that Christ walks beside us, bearing the burden of the struggle.

May this Eucharist give us eyes to see Christ present in our most difficult moments and make us more compassionate, so we never add to the weight of another person’s burden, but help carry it as best we can.
