NINETH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘A’

Six weeks ago we began to hear Gospel readings from Matthew, chapter 5, the Sermon on the Mount, beginning with the Beatitudes.  Today we heard the conclusion of the Sermon in chapter 7 of Matthew’s gospel.  It does not often happen that we have these readings from chapters 5, 6, &7 for six weeks in succession.  But this year Easter is celebrated one day shy of the latest date it can be celebrated, so the season of Lent is only beginning this coming Wednesday.

Jesus’ teachings on the Mount have been very clear and challenging.  Today he concludes by telling his disciples, “Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, Lord”, will enter the Kingdom of Heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father in Heaven.  And he ends with his parable of a house built on rock or sand, pointing out the importance and necessity of a firm foundation for our faith life.

When Jesus began his public ministry, he first called apostles to join him and follow him.  He always preached the importance of living our faith in God our Father as a family, sharing together in community, because God is love.  After his Resurrection and just prior to his Ascension, Jesus handed on his spirit and power to the community of apostles, with Peter as the head.  And when he returned in his spirit at Pentecost, this spirit came upon all of the assembled community of believers, and the Church was born as the people of God.

Many members of God’s Church today do not appreciate or value the importance of sharing together and living out Christ’s risen presence in the world in community with other Christian people.  They believe and value their Baptism and want Baptism for their children.  But, beyond that, they may or may not even marry in their Church or desire to have a Christian burial. 

Lent begins this week, and we will be joined by some others who will want the imposition of ashes on their foreheads. Many will turn out again to receive a palm branch on Palm Sunday, and perhaps to collect Holy Water that has been blessed at Easter.  But they do not show interest in enjoying the ongoing meaning of these sacramentals in the practice of the Catholic faith.

It is true that going to church every weekend does not make one into a Christian any more than standing in a garage makes one into a car.  But Jesus always saw fit to preach and establish faith in him and in the Father and Spirit in the context of community.  The Church was never intended to be a “Kum & Go”, nor even a “Get & Go”.

A person who is born in the USA is an American, with all of the corresponding rights and responsibilities.  An American who lives in Iowa is an Iowan.  Where Iowans find themselves living in Iowa is where they enjoy their rights and fulfill their responsibilities as Americans.  To accomplish all this, they identify themselves with the local governments in order to obtain and enjoy public services such as utilities, education for their children, public safety, and voter eligibility. And, through taxes in various forms, they enjoy use of the streets and highways, etc.  And they live according to the laws of the United States of America as enforced by their local county and city authorities.

A person who is born again by water and the Holy Spirit in Baptism is a Christian, a member of the Church, the People of God who live Christ’s risen present today in the world.  One who is baptized in the Catholic Church is a Catholic Christian, and remains so unless the Catholic faith is renounced.  We Catholics who live in Northeast Iowa are welcomed to enjoy the spiritual services of the Catholic Church of the Archdiocese of Dubuque.  We Catholics who live in this area of the Archdiocese of Dubuque are invited to enjoy the spiritual services and faith life of the community of Saint Patrick Parish / Saint Mary Parish.  

A Catholic parish seeks to be the rock foundation for the Catholic people of its geographical area, where Catholics can listen to the words of God and act upon them; do the will of Jesus’ Father in Heaven.  We gather as a community who believes in Jesus as the Son of God, to enter into the presence that he established for us in the Last Supper, enabling us to give perfect worship and praise to the Father in the Holy Eucharist, and receiving the nourishment of His Body and Blood for our daily life of making God present here on earth, as God is present in Heaven.

Working and sharing together, we form our children and ourselves in our faith through study and practice of it, and we unite as a community of faith to bring the Good News to others according to the needs and opportunities that present themselves.

We appreciate the rules of our Church as guides to our salvation, and we follow them because we believe this is the great gift God has given to us in the words and examples of His Son whom He sent to live our life in the world.  Jesus modeled for us the importance of loving and serving others in community.  And, with the support of this community, we seek to proclaim His presence in all that we say and do.

In the words of one commentator, “Jesus challenges us to practice what HE preaches.  Our work as baptized Christians is to bless the poor and those who suffer injustice, to salt our social and civic interactions with compassion, to let our gifts shine, and to uphold opposing views in dialog.”

Our Parish Pastoral Councils have begun to dedicate meeting time to a process of visioning, imagining what we want to become in the near future and discovering what we need to do in order to realize this vision.  In both Councils, what quickly emerges is the desire to share with others what we enjoy as a faith community, beginning with those sons and daughters and brothers and sisters of ours who no longer attend Mass or participate in the life of the parish community.  

We and they both know that they are good people, that they have received the life of Christ in Baptism, that they belong to the Church, the People of God in whom Jesus lives and moves here on earth.  But we also believe in and enjoy our parish community as the rock foundation for hearing the words of God and being enabled to act upon them because we gather with others for Eucharist, support one another, and work together.

Brothers and Sisters, the Lenten Season begins this Wednesday.  May one of our penance practices, one challenge of this Lenten Season, be to welcome someone close to us to give Saint Patrick / Saint Mary another try. 

And may we likewise reach out and welcome at Masses all of those whom others will be bringing back to our parish community!

