SIXTEENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘A’

 A pastor of a large congregation in upstate New York shares this experience with his parishioners:

          Three minutes had elapsed since I sat down at the lunch counter.  Waitresses passed me by; two short-order cooks and a busboy paid me no mind.  My ego was somewhat soothed because a truck driver seated net to me was also being ignored.  ‘Maybe this counter is off-limits,’ I said to him.  ‘Maybe they are short of help,’ he responded.  ‘Maybe they don’t want our business,’ I complained.  ‘Maybe they are taking care of those at the tables,’ he reasoned. ‘Maybe they don’t like us! I insisted.  ‘This air conditioning is so pleasant that I don’t mind the wait,’ he said.

          “At that moment, a frazzled waitress stopped to tell us that the water had been cut off and the dishwasher wasn’t working.  My counter mate smiled and thanked the waitress and left.  I didn’t like him.  Three times I had sought his support for my obnoxious attitude, but he had let me down.  Only later did I finally realize that he had chosen to practice what I preach.” (Treasury of Quips, Quotes and Anecdotes, Anthony Castle, ed., Twenty-Third Pub: Mystic, Conn., 1998).

The Book of Wisdom and the Gospel readings for today remind us that patience is not simply a twiddle your thumbs and bite your tongue attitude. Patience is the willingness to wait in hope for something good to happen.

In today’s Gospel reading, Jesus continues to teach about his Kingdom by speaking in parables.  In the parable of the wheat and the weeds he explains that there will always be a mixture of good and evil in the church and in the world.  The point is that Jesus requires patience and tolerance from his followers.  The wheat and poisonous weeds grow together.  The roots of the wheat and the roots of the weeds intertwine as both search for food and water.

Jesus seems to almost praise the tiny seed of the mustard weed because, although the seed is so tiny, yet when it is full grown it is the largest of plants.  It becomes a large bush and the birds of the sky come and dwell in its branches.  Jesus is comparing the Kingdom of God to a weed.  Father Beck says that this is probably a joke, at least in part.  Mustard plants make very inadequate trees no matter how hard they try, and they are not even desirable plants.  At the time of Jesus, there were some popular parables about the Kingdoms of Egypt and Mesopotamia, comparing these empires to the huge cedars of Lebanon.  Jesus was often criticized for spending too much time with the poor and sinners instead of the rich and powerful.  Jesus may have been taking pleasure in comparing the mustard seed to the great cedars of Lebanon, pointing out in his parable that the smallest seed could still effect changes, even massive changes.

In the end, the mustard plant is still a weed, a very pesky weed.  And Jesus is teaching about the kingdom, not about good farming practices.  Letting weeds grow together with corn, beans, or wheat is risky farming, risky living, and risky discipleship.  Jesus is not necessarily encouraging such a risk in farming, but he does encourage it for living and for discipleship.

The parable is suggesting that overeager weeders might overdo the job.  Zealous religious watchdogs might not show the kind of judgment that would do justice to the compassion of God. It is better to let matters be and leave it up to God to decide.

Last winter, I was invited to dinner with five other priests.  I was the last to arrive, and a lively gay bashing discussion was in progress.  I listened for a while, and then contributed the fact that I have two nephews who are gay who are very good persons, successful and happy.  The discussion ended there.  Perhaps they had no gay friends or relatives, and the morality is less clear when one has knowledge of the entire person.

We might arrive at clear notions of what God approves or disapproves, and this is probably good for us. But when we apply it to others, we enter difficult territory.  God knows more than I do, and when I think that I know what God wants and who God loves, I might be mistaken or short-sighted.

God is more pro-wheat than anti-weeds; God is into the long view.  God can wait, lest the wheat be damaged by uprooted weeds. Our God so loved the world that when Adam, the original gardener, did not work out, God gave His Son the job of bringing about a new creation.

 

We are called to live in the awareness that God will be there when all is done.  The present, especially for us Catholic people, is a time for patience and forbearance.  We are at a low spiritual ebb in the life of the Catholic Church.  The Annual Parish Status Reports have recently been compiled and submitted to the Archdiocese.  At St. Patrick, we count 852 total parish members, 375 potential adult contributors, and 196 actual contributors.  We had 7 Anglo Baptisms and 19 Hispanic Baptisms, 11 First Communions, 12 First Reconciliations, 12 Confirmations, 4 Marriages, and 5 Funerals.  At Saint Mary, we count 302 total parish members 144 potential adult contributors and 112 actual contributors.  We had 4 Anglo Baptisms, 4 First Communions; 5 First Reconciliations; 13 Confirmations; 2 Marriages, and 3 Funerals.  

As Dean of the Webster City Deanery, which means that I am the oldest priest out here, I receive copies of the status reports of the other seven parishes.  Their numbers are quite similar to ours.  But we are persons of hope.  And patience is the willingness to wait in hope for something good to happen.

I would like to close with a Reflection on the Word that I found in one of the commentaries on today’s Scripture Readings:

          Many of us can be quick to judge by personal standards that often differ from the person next to us.  Something in each of us would like to decide quickly who should remain and who should be uprooted.  Sometimes, however, the most we can do is live with the mystery of being human.

          In the end we find ourselves living with the mystery of good and evil, with why there is war and why God does not prevent it, with why children die and why racism plagues our communities and why addiction can destroy human lives. Yet somehow we come to recognize that there is much goodness even amid all the human sin.  One need only consider why in the face of the Church’s sexual scandals, most believers have chosen to continue to gather for prayer, to trust their priests, to encourage their children to be people of faith.  Sometimes it seems the most we can do is allow the wheat and weeds to grow together because there is so little clarity regarding productive alternatives.  It is also at such times that we find ourselves confronted by the mystery of divine presence.  (Living the Word 2008, World Library Publications)
