SIXTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘C’

Just like every other day of the year, February 14th, Valentine’s Day, falls on a Sunday every few years.  I recall that Valentine’s Day 1954 was on a Sunday.  Unlike this Valentine’s Day, it was an unseasonably warm day, a winter thaw, with little if any snow.

I was 11 years old at the time.  I served Mass that morning with my best friend, Joey Slattery.  After Mass, Joey left with his family for Loras College in Dubuque, where his oldest brother was a student and was playing in a band concert that afternoon.  I went home with my family.

Our farm was near the church, and we shared a 4-party telephone line that included the parish rectory.  Our ring was 3 longs and 1 short; the rectory ring was 1 long, 1 short, and 1 long.  Whenever l long, 1 short, and 1 long rang and Mom could not get to the phone, she would call to one of us to listen-in.  About noon, someone was calling the rectory.  Dad was in the house at the time, and was sent to the phone.  When he hung up, he announced, “Joey Slattery is dead”.

As the family drove the highway between the high bluff and the Mississippi River near Marquette, the winter thaw caused a rock to come loose from the bluff and fall, crushing the left rear corner of the roof of the Slattery car and hitting Joey’s head, instantly killing him.

56 years later, I have vivid memories of that day: going to the hospital in McGregor with my father and our pastor; riding home with Joey’s mother and sister; and attending his wake at the family home in Waterville.  I presume that I was a Mass server at Joey’s funeral, but I have no memory of that.

That tragedy is the first thought that comes to my mind each Valentine’s Day. I have always considered it to be a most vivid memory in my life.  But this year, as I read Mary Eilbert’s beautiful article in the February Parish Newsletter, I began to wonder if it has been more than a memory.  Mary refers to a time of tragedy in her life and recalls receiving a card of support from a friend that included the statement, “I pray that this makes you a better person”.  At first, Mary was shocked by the statement, but in time came to realize that her friend saw the tragedy not only as a great loss for Mary, but also an opportunity for her to grow in her faith and expand upon the gifts that God has given to her.

As time passes following such tragedies as the tornado in Parkersburg, the horrendous floods in New Orleans and around Iowa, the earthquake in Haiti, the plight of undocumented residents, and the lack of employment in the current economy, people become reflective and begin to find good amid the tragedies, experiences that would otherwise never have occurred.  Could it be that the sudden loss of a best friend at 11 years of age had an effect on my life that otherwise might never have occurred?  If so, I hope that it made me a better person.

In today’s Gospel, we have a different version of the Beatitudes, that of Saint Luke.  Luke has only four beatitudes, and he directs them solely to the disciples of Jesus, not to the crowds, as well.  Luke is responding to the present situation of the disciples.  The disciples are feeling low.  They are poor, hungry, and sorrowful; they have been insulted, excluded, and denounced because of following Jesus.  All of these experiences are what has just happened to them in previous chapters of Luke’s Gospel.  Jesus tells them that they are blessed because God will reverse their lot.

Rather than presenting four more beatitudes to the disciples, Luke has Jesus encouraging them by speaking of four woes: woe to those who right now are pleased to be rich, stomachs full, laughing, and presently very popular.  They now enjoy earthly values and material possessions, which will fade.

Jesus invites his disciples to realize that abundance is not a blessing.  That was a shocking realization then, and it is a shocking realization now.  More important and lasting than abundance is justice … care for those who are not rich, not well nourished, not happy, RIGHT NOW.

In the Greek language, the beatitudes are exclamations about present reality.  We can talk about the past and the future; we can also act upon the present.

Poverty offers a warmer welcome to God than riches.

Hunger can find God faster than sufficiency.

Weeping opens one to the experience of divine comfort.

Earning the hatred and rejection of others enables one to understand the mind, heart, and motivation of Jesus himself.

A major question of philosophy is, “what is the goal of life; what does everyone seek?”  The simple answer is: “all people seek happiness”.  Some, as in the Scriptures, call it “blessedness”.  

Happiness is a gift.  We do not “happy” ourselves or “bless” ourselves.  We do not deserve happiness; we receive happiness as a bonus, a surprise, and excess, a ‘bubbling over’ in life.

We do not directly seek happiness.  We seek things in hopes that they will bring us happiness; happiness comes to us; happiness “happens”.

Happiness cannot be defined, but we know happiness when we feel it.  Happiness is the feeling of contentment, peace, wholeness, fitness, and goodness.  We need to clearly separate what we ARE from what we HAVE.  A best friend is a treasure who will someday be taken from us if we are not first taken from them.  A home and all it contains, a nice vehicle, an employment, a savings, a position of prestige … all are subject to unexpected tragedy and loss.  We have to see ourselves apart from our possessions, see our very self, which no one can take from us.

We enter the Lenten Season this coming Wednesday.  In today’s beatitudes, Jesus challenges us to remake our world, to live out the promise of his love through rethinking how we understand security, comfort, charity, and justice.  He invites us to enter the world of justice, to care for and lift up those who are poor, hungry, and weeping … right NOW … gather every person in, honor all, and waste no one or no thing.

May our observance of Lent make us better persons!

