FOURTEENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘A’

 

 

In today’s first reading from the Old Testament, the prophet Zechariah imagines the arrival of the coming messiah in images borrowed from victory parades that would take place after winning wars.  The victorious commander followed his army into the city, marching the prisoners of war before them, with their necks yoked together by chains or ropes.  They are made to walk before the jeering crowds as the commander enters in triumph on a huge war horse.
 
Zechariah borrows that image so familiar to his people, but he drastically changes it for the arrival of the Messiah.  There is no army; just the Prince of Peace entering in triumph not on a war horse, but rather on an ass, the same means of transportation as the common people.
 
And when the Messiah arrives and assumes control, he begins to disarm the city.  “He shall banish the chariot from Ephraim and the horse from Jerusalem; the warrior bow shall be banished, and he shall proclaim peace to the nation.”
 
This Old Testament prophesy reminds us of how Jesus entered Jerusalem for the last time, hailed as a triumphant king but riding on a small donkey, the means of transportation of the common people, and coming to proclaim peace.
 
And in today’s Gospel Jesus thanks the Father because he has revealed the truths of the Kingdom to the little ones; great learning is not required to know the ways of God but, rather, a sensitivity to the needs of others: “Come to me, all you who labor and are burdened and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am meek and humble of heart; and you will find rest for yourselves.  For my yoke is easy and my burden light.”
 
Among the important moments in the history of our nation that will be recalled this weekend may be the gift of the statue of Liberty.  In order to raise money to build the pedestal on which the statue sits, Emma Lazarus wrote “The New Colossus”, a poem about the meaning of the statue.  The words, now engraved on that pedestal, express beautifully the welcome and freedom that many downtrodden immigrants experienced on coming to the United States, as well as that spirit of welcome and freedom which we claim as we celebrate each 4th of July.  The closing words of the poem are:
Give me your tired, your poor,

Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.

Send these, the homeless, tempest-lost to me.

I lift my lamp beside the golden door.

 
Jesus calls us to live according to His Word and the Word of the entire Bible in our time, these thousands of years after God gave the Word to us.  And we continue to take pride in the spirit that led to the founding of our nation, and seek to realize the dreams of our Founding Fathers in our life here today.
 
A contemporary challenge to taking upon ourselves the yoke of Jesus, who is meek and humble of heart, and being welcoming toward the tired, the poor, the huddled masses and the homeless of our world is the issue of Immigration Reform.  If I had sufficient smarts, I think I would like to devote time in retirement to promoting Immigration Reform.
 
I have recently sensed more hope for reform in the public statements of two federal judges who are charged with enforcing current immigration laws.  One appears in the film “ABUSED”, which is about the immigration raid in Postville.  He speaks of having processed 57 persons in a brief time one day at the Cattle Congress grounds in Waterloo, obtaining their guilty pleas and imposing sentences upon them.  What he cannot forget is that not one of these 57 had a prior offense of any kind.  As a judge, it is more common for him to deal with repeat offenders.
 
The recent edition of National Catholic Reporter quotes Judge Bernardo P. Velasco of Tucson, Arizona.  His job these days is processing and deporting scores of undocumented in less than an hour’s time in a federal program called “Operation Streamline”.  The cost to prosecute defendants in Operation Streamline averages $10,000 a day and $50,000.00 a week.  He says that “we really need to find a way to allow foreign laborers to come in and out of this country with an understanding that if they can move back freely, they can pay taxes and they’ll return home.  They won’t be forced to remain in the United States and/or forced to smuggle their families in.” 
 
For me, it is encouraging to discover that there are judges with knowledge and experience who will speak out on issues that pertain to the common good and encourage a sensitivity to people that is the foundation of our faith and our nation.  This gives me hope, as well as reason to be proud to be a Christian and a citizen.
 
Causes that call for our attention always abound, such as war, the economy, the care of the unborn, the sick, the aged, education, environment, etc.  As Catholic Christians and as Americans, we always have our share of challenges, criticisms, and threats to our well-being.  But our faith and our ideals guide and sustain us.  May we never lose hope.  And may we always be willing to take upon ourselves the yoke of responsibility, speaking and acting as Jesus has taught us, for the well-being of all.
