The Daily Gospel

Sunday, August 1, 2004

18th Sunday in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: Ecl 1:2; 2:21-23

All is meaningless—says the Teacher—meaningless, meaningless!

For here was a man who toiled in all wisdom, knowledge and skill and he must leave all to someone who has not worked for it. This is meaningless and a great misfortune. For what profit is there for a man in all his work and heart-searching under the sun? All his days bring sorrow, his work grief; he hasn’t, moreover, peaceful rest at night: that too is meaningless. 

2nd Reading: Col 3:1-5, 9-11
So then, if you are risen with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Set your mind on the things that are above, not on earthly things. For you have died and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. When Christ, who is your life, reveals himself, you also will be revealed with him in Glory.

Therefore, put to death what is earthly in your life, that is immorality, impurity, inordinate passions, wicked desires and greed which is a way of wor​shiping idols. 

Do not lie to one an​other. You have been stripped of the old self and its way of thinking to put on the new, which is being renewed and is to reach perfect knowledge and the likeness of its creator. There is no room for destination between Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, foreigner, slave or free, but Christ is all and in all. 

Gospel: Lk 12:13-21

Someone in the crowd spoke to Jesus, “Master, tell my brother to share with me the family inheritance.” He replied, “My friend, who has appointed me as your judge or your attorney?” Then Jesus said to the people, “Be on your guard and avoid every kind of greed, for even though you have many possessions, it is not that which gives you life.”

And Jesus continued with this story, “There was a rich man and his land had produced a good harvest. He thought: ‘What shall I do? For I am short of room to store my harvest.’ So this is what he planned: ‘I will pull down my barns and build bigger ones to store all this grain, which is my wealth. Then I may say to myself: My friend, you have a lot of good things put by for many years. Rest, eat, drink and enjoy yourself.’ But God said to him: ‘You fool! This very night your life will be taken from you; tell me who shall get all you have put aside?’ This is the lot of the one who stores up riches instead of amassing for God.” 

Commentary

The vision of Qoheleth the preacher (1st reading) is a particularly bleak one. It still appeals greatly to people with a pessimistic turn of mind. “I saw all the deeds that are done under the sun; and see, all is vanity and a chasing of the wind” (1:14). Scholars say it represents an era of crisis in biblical history, a period of self-questioning; and that through it came a deepening of the spirit. If so, then we can hope that the same may be true of our own times. 

No one can deny that there is truth in what Qoheleth says. If only he had been around to advise Herod and Herodias! (yesterday’s reading). Like them don’t we all give ourselves (and others) a lot of agony about words and thoughts, privileges and possessions and appearances…? We are capable of ruining our health, our peace of mind and the peace of our homes for nothing. “Vanity of vanities!” 

Jesus takes up this theme in the gospel reading, expressing it typically as a story. But there is a difference. Qoheleth says the rich man is foolish because he “must leave all to someone who has not worked for it.” In other words, he is foolish to have worked, because he cannot enjoy all the fruits of it himself. Jesus said the rich man is foolish because he does not “amass for God.” That expression meant almsgiving (see Lk 12:33; 16:9). 

Though these two readings are alike in subject and even in the direction of what they say, they are worlds apart. Two lines of T.S. Eliot’s come to mind, “The last temptation is the greatest treason: / To do the right thing for the wrong reason.”
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Monday, August 2, 2004

18th Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: Jer 28:1-17

Gospel: Mt 14:13-21

On hearing the death of John the Baptist, Jesus set out secretly by boat for a secluded place. But the people heard of it, and they followed him on foot from their towns. When Jesus went ashore, he saw the crowd gathered there and he had compassion on them. And he healed their sick.

Late in the afternoon, his disciples came to him and said, “We are in a lonely place and it is now late. You should send these people away, so they can go to the villages and buy something for themselves to eat.”

But Jesus replied, “They do not need to go away; you give them something to eat.” They answered, “We have nothing here but five loaves and two fishes.” Jesus said to them, “Bring them here to me.”

Then he made everyone sit down on the grass. He took the five loaves and the two fishes, raised his eyes to heaven, pronounced the blessing, broke the loaves and handed them to the disciples to distribute to the people. And they all ate, and everyone had enough; then the disciples gathered up the leftovers, filling twelve baskets. About five thousand men had eaten there besides women and children.

Commentary

This account of the feeding of the multitudes has strong echoes of the Exodus event which took place more than twelve centuries before. “The Lord said to Moses, ‘I am going to rain bread from heaven for you, and each day the people shall go out and gather enough for that day’” (16:14). There are many points of convergence. Even the wording is the same in places, “they all ate and were filled.” Both events happen in “a deserted place”. “Five thousand men, besides women and children” was a typical style of counting the people in the wilderness (see Ex 12:37; Num 11:21).

In turn, both stories carry echoes of the “messianic banquet.” This was the imagined absolute future in which God would be all in all. God would prepare on Mount Zion a banquet for all the redeemed (see Is 25:6). 

Jesus uses this image to describe the beatitude of heaven (Mt 8:11). The Last Supper is presented as a messianic banquet in anticipation (see Mt 26:29; Lk 22:16, 18, 29). Our Eucharist retains this theme.

Thus, everything in the Faith echoes everything else. It is a living body, not a loose collection of thoughts. On the negative side, this means that if you throw away one part, you are in a sense throwing away the whole thing. But on the positive side, if you have any part of it you have the whole. That’s a hard one to work out, but go ahead!

Tuesday, August 3, 2004

18th Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: Jer 30:1-2, 12-15, 18-22

Gospel: Mt 14:22-36 

After the crowds have eaten their fill, Jesus obliged his disciples to get into the boat and go ahead of him to the other side, while he sent the crowd away.

And having sent the people away, he went up the moun​tain by himself to pray. At nightfall, he was there alone. Meanwhile, the boat was very far from land, dangerously rocked by the waves for the wind was against it.

At daybreak, Jesus came to them walking on the lake. When they saw him walking on the sea, they were terrified, thinking that it was a ghost. And they cried out in fear. But at once Jesus said to them, “Courage! Don’t be afraid. It’s me!” Peter answered, “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you walking on the water.”

Jesus said to him, “Come.” And Peter got out of the boat, walking on the water to go to Jesus. But, in face of the strong wind, he was afraid and began to sink. So he cried out, “Lord, save me!” Jesus immediately stret​ched out his hand and took hold of him, saying, “Man of little faith, why did you doubt?”

As they got into the boat, the wind drop​ped. Then those in the boat bowed down be​​fore Jesus saying, “Truly, you are the Son of God!”

They came ashore at Gennesareth. The local people recognized Jesus and spread the news throughout the region. So they brought all the sick to him, begging him to let them touch just the fringe of his cloak. All who touched it became perfectly well.

Commentary

Here too, of course, everything echoes everything else. As God calms the sea (Ps 76:16), Jesus calms the storm and walks on the water. As God rescued his people by making “a path through the mighty waters” (Is 43:16), Jesus comes over the water to rescue a hesitant Peter and his terrified companions. In Isaiah, God said to a people of little faith, “It is I who say to you, ‘Do not fear, I will help you’” (41:10,13); here Jesus says, “It is I; do not be afraid.” 

Today we have to chase down these references and echoes, but to the earliest Christians these were instantly self-evident. They had a whole symbolic world through which to interpret the actions of Jesus, and so they recognized him as “the one who was to come.” Most of us today do not inhabit that symbolic world, nor even the symbolic world of our own cultures, but only that of Hollywood, football, the scandals in the newspapers, and advertisements…. Through the print and electronic media we have easier access to the world’s cultures (and to our own) than any previous generation had, but we seem to access it all only as information. It doesn’t penetrate or change us. 

Against this, we have the assurance that the word of God cannot return empty. “As the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return there until they have watered the earth, making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, and succeed in the thing for which I sent it” (Is 55:10,11).

Wednesday, August 4, 2004

18th Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: Jer 31:1-7

Gospel: Mt 15:21-28

Jesus withdrew to the region of Tyre and Sidon. Now a Canaanite woman came from those borders and began to cry out, “Lord, Son of David, have pity on me! My daughter is tormented by a demon.” But Jesus did not answer her, not even a word. So his dis​ciples approached him and said, “Send her away: see how she is shouting after us.”

Then Jesus said to her, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the nation of Israel.”

But the woman was already kneeling before Jesus and said, “Sir, help me!” Jesus answered, “It is not right to take the bread from the children and throw it to the little dogs.” The woman replied, “It is true, sir, but even the little dogs eat the crumbs which fall from their master’s table.” Then Jesus said, “Woman, how great is your faith! Let it be as you wish.” And her daughter was healed at that moment.

Commentary

Here is a little of what Johann Tauler (1300–1361) said about this passage, “Our Lord behaved harshly and scornfully on this occasion. He not only denied her right to food, which everyone needs, but He even said that she was not a child, not a human being; and He called her a dog. How could He tempt and try her like this, driving her and harassing her? But see what she did, hard-pressed as she was. She endured His driving and drove herself further even than He could drive her, into the depths and beyond them into the abyss…. ‘Oh, Lord,’ she said, ‘but it can still happen that the little dogs are fed with the crumbs that fall from the rich man’s table.’

Oh, children, if only we could all have this real insight into the depths of truth; not through learned explanations, not through words; not through our senses at all, but in the very depths of our soul! We would know then that neither God nor all His creatures can so oppress and abase us that we cannot sink still more deeply into the truth…. My children, if we could understand that everything depends on this, we should have grasped a vital truth.

This is the only way that leads us straight to God without any intermediary…. This is why our Lord replied to her: ‘Woman, your faith is great. Let it be with you as you believe.’ Truly, anyone who shares her attitude and her approach to God will be given the same answer.” 
Thursday, August 5, 2004

18th Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: Jer 31:31-34

Gospel: Mt 16:13-23

Jesus came to Caesarea Philippi. He asked his disciples, “Who do people say the Son of Man is?” They said, “For some of them you are John the Baptist, for others Elijah or Jeremiah or one of the prophets.”

Jesus asked them, “But you, who do you say I am?” Peter answered, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” Jesus replied, “It is well for you, Simon Bar​jona, for it is not flesh or blood that has revealed this to you but my Father in heaven.

“And now I say to you: You are Peter (or Rock) and on this rock I will build my Church; and never will the powers of death overcome it.

“I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven: whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and what you unbind on earth shall be unbound in heaven.”

Then he ordered his disciples not to tell anyone that he was the Christ.

From that day Jesus began to make it clear to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem; he would suffer many things from the Jewish authorities, the chief priests and the teachers of the Law. He would be killed and be raised on the third day.

Then Peter took him aside and began to reproach him, “Never, Lord! No, this must never happen to you.” But Jesus turned to him and said, “Get behind me, Satan! You would have me stumble. You are their king not as God does, but as people do.”

Commentary

Caesarea Philippi was situated at the foot of Mount Hermon in the north of the country. The inhabitants were mostly non-Jewish, and the area was scattered with temples of the ancient Syrian worship of Baal. Nearby was the reputed birthplace of the pagan god Pan. The newer variety of paganism was also represented: a temple in white marble to the godhead of Caesar. 

It was against this pagan background that Jesus asks the question, “Who do people say I am?” And then the much more difficult question, “Who do you say I am?” That was Peter’s moment. His profession of faith echoes all the more loudly against the pagan background, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” Jesus replied that “flesh and blood could not have revealed this to you but my Father in heaven.” This is because “no one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him” (Mt 11:27). 

Peter spoke with the voice of God. But very soon he was to speak with the voice of Satan! That was Peter’s fickle nature. At one moment he would draw his sword in defense of Jesus (Jn 18:10), but very soon he would deny that he ever even knew him (18:25). That is why Christian art represents him now as a proud figure holding the keys of the kingdom, and now with the cock crowing beside him. He is like everyone: strong and weak, faithful and faithless, good and bad…. 

Friday, August 6, 2004

Transfiguration of Our Lord

1st Reading: Dn 7:9-10, 13-14

2nd Reading: 2 P 1:16-19

Gospel: Lk 9:28-36

About eight days after Jesus had said all this, he took Peter, John and James and went up the mountain to pray. And while he was praying, the aspect of his face was changed and his clothing became dazzling white. Two men were talking with Jesus: Moses and Elijah. They had just appeared in heavenly glory and were telling him about his departure that had to take place in Jerusalem.

Peter and his companions had fallen asleep, but they awoke suddenly and saw Jesus’ Glory and the two men standing with him. As Moses and Elijah were about to leave, Peter said to him, “Master, how good it is for us to be here for we can make three tents, one for you, one for Moses and one for Elijah.” For Peter didn’t know what to say. And no sooner had he spoken than a cloud appeared and covered them; and the disciples were afraid as they entered the cloud. Then these words came from the cloud, “This is my Son, my Chosen one, listen to him.” And after the voice had spoken, Jesus was there alone.

The disciples kept this to themselves at the time, telling no one of any​thing they had seen.

Commentary

Jesus took Peter, James and John up the mountain to pray, and while he prayed they fell asleep! Most translations charitably say they hadn’t quite dropped off, “Peter and his companions were weighed down with sleep; but since they had stayed awake, they saw his glory” (NRSV). The JB has them “heavy with sleep, but they stayed awake.” The NIV says, “they were very sleepy, but when they became fully awake….” The CCB alone puts them soundly to sleep! Honest sleep is better than pretending to be awake! When Jesus said so often to people (perhaps even shouted), “Stay awake!” he didn’t mean half-awake and half-asleep. I take it that those three were as good as asleep. So don’t feel so bad if you feel drowsy or fall asleep at prayer! Peter, James and John did! St. Thérèse of Lisieux famously slept at prayer and felt no guilt about it in a guilt-ridden period of Catholic spirituality, even though she was by nature very scrupulous. 

It says, “They awoke and saw his glory.” Had they been in a zen monastery the monitor would have kept them awake with the kyosaku, the “awakening stick”! Someone asked a zen master once, “Could I become enlightened during sleep?” And he replied, “If it doesn’t happen to you during sleep it will never happen, because what you call your waking life is only another form of sleep!”

Saturday, August 7, 2004

18th Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: Hb 1:12—2:4

Gospel: Mt 17:14-20

A man approached Jesus, knelt before him and said, “Sir, have pity on my son who is an epileptic and is in a wretched state. He has often fallen into the fire and at other times into the water. I brought him to your disciples but they could not heal him.”

Jesus replied, “You, faithless and evil peo​ple! How long must I be with you? How long must I put up with you? Bring him here to me.” And Jesus commanded the evil spirit to leave the boy, and the boy was immediately healed.

The disciples then gathered around Jesus and asked him privately, “Why couldn’t we drive out the spirit?” Jesus said to them, “Because you have little faith. I say to you: if only you had faith the size of a mustard seed, you could tell that mountain to move from here to there, and the moun​tain would obey. Nothing would be impossible to you.”

Commentary

The disciples had been sent out earlier with “authority over unclean spirits, to cast them out, and to cure every disease and every sickness” (Mt 10:1). But here was a case that defeated them. They were a long way now from the top of the mountain and the experience of the Transfiguration (see yesterday’s reading). Now they were in the valley, or what Bunyan called “the Slough of Despond”. Mountains are for the big vision. But the three principal disciples on that occasion had been asleep, and awoke only for the peak experience. Now in the valley they wonder why they can’t do anything. Their faith, Jesus told them, was less than the size of a mustard seed. This was the small vision! 

But if their faith were the size of a mustard seed, he told them, they could move mountains. Even if they were not up to the big vision, they could still do great work. 

How he stretched them! How humble they must have felt, much of the time, and how uneasy with themselves! There’s not one of us who hasn’t slept through mysteries; we are those sleepy disciples. When we want to feel ‘comfortable with our faith’ he wakes us up. How? Through disappointments, through unflattering insights into ourselves, through suffering….

Sunday, August 8, 2004

19th Sunday in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: Wis 18:6-9

That night had been foretold to our fathers, and knowing in what promise they trusted, they could rejoice in all surety.

Your people waited for both the salvation of the just and the downfall of their enemies, for the very punishment of our enemies brought glory to the people you have called – that is, to us.

The holy race secretly offered the Passover sacrifice and really agreed on this worthy pact: that they would share alike both blessings and dangers. And forthwith they began to sing the hymns of their fathers. 

2nd Reading: Heb 11:1-2, 8-19
Faith is the assurance of what we hope for, being certain of what we cannot see. Because of their faith our ancestors were approved.

It was by faith that Abraham, called by God, set out for a country that would be given to him as an inheritance; for he parted without knowing where he was going. By faith he lived as a stranger in that promised land. There he lived in tents, as did Isaac and Jacob, beneficiaries of the same promise. Indeed, he looked forward to that city of solid foundation of which God is the architect and builder.

By faith Sarah herself received power to become a mother, in spite of her advanced age; since she believed that he who had made the promise would be faithful. Therefore, from an almost impotent man were born descendants as numerous as the stars of heavens, as many as the grains of sand on the seashore.

Death found all these people strong in their faith. They had not received what was promised, but they had looked ahead and had rejoiced in it from afar, saying that they were foreigners and travelers on earth. Those who speak in this way prove that they are looking for their own country. For if they had longed for the land they had left, it would have been easy for them to return, but no, they aspired to a better city, that is, a supernatural one; so God, who prepared the city for them is not ashamed of being called their God.

By faith Abraham went to offer Isaac when God tested him. And so he who had received the promise of God offered his only son although God had told him: Isaac’s descendants will bear your name. Abraham reasoned that God is capable even of raising the dead, and he received back his son, which has a figurative meaning. 

Gospel: Lk 12:35-40

Jesus said to his disciples, “Be ready, dressed for service, and keep your lamps lit, like people waiting for their master to return from the wed​ding. As soon as he comes and knocks, they will open to him. Happy are those servants whom the master finds wide-awake when he comes. Truly, I tell you, he will put on an apron and have them sit at table and he will wait on them. Happy are those servants if he finds them awake when he comes at midnight or daybreak!

“Pay attention to this: If the master of the house had known at what time the thief would come, he would not have let his house be broken into. You also must be ready, for the Son of Man will come at an hour you do not expect.” 

Commentary

This is a “stay awake!” reading. Luke’s story is like a cut-down version of Matthew’s parable of the Ten Bridesmaids (five wise and five foolish). “Stay awake!” Jesus keeps saying. “The Son of Man will come at an hour you do not expect.”

How do we read this? He comes every moment, does he not? But if he had put it that way we would surely go back to sleep! Anything that happens all the time loses its mystery for us—even though all the most mysterious things are things that happen all the time. If there’s a promise of some excitement we wake up; but even then we go back to sleep again if it’s too long delayed. Our attention is intermittent. Half the sins of humankind are caused by the fear of boredom, wrote the English philosopher Bertrand Russell. It is a huge problem in an age of over-stimulation. Boredom is the opposite of attention. I remember a carpenter’s workshop in Germany: on the wall was a piece of wood with the word “Achtung!” carved on it. It has the double meaning of “attention” and “respect”. What a fine word! How good it is to keep them together in one word, as the Germans do! Attention because of respect; respect because of attention. Attention as a form of respect; respect as a form of attention. 

Monday, August 9, 2004

19th Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: Ezk 1:2-5, 24-28

Gospel: Mt 17:22-27

While Jesus was in Galilee with the Twelve, he said to them, “The Son of Man will be delivered into human hands, and they will kill him. But he will rise on the third day.” The Twelve were deeply grieved.

On returning to Caper​naum, the Temple tax collectors came to Peter and asked him, “Does your mas​ter pay the temple tax?” He answered, “Certainly.”

Peter then entered the house, but im​mediately Jesus asked him, “What do you think, Simon? Who pay taxes or tributes to the kings of the earth: their sons or the other people?” Peter replied, “The others.” And Jesus told him, “The sons, then, are tax-free. But so as not to offend these people, go to the sea, throw in a hook and open the mouth of the first fish you catch. You will find a coin in it, take it and let it pay for you and for me.” 

Commentary

Taxes are not a new invention. In the time of Jesus there was a ground tax of 10% of one’s grain and 20% of one’s fruit and vine. There was income tax of 1%. There was a poll-tax which had to be paid by every male from the age of 14 to the age of 65, and by every female from the age of 12 to 65.... In addition to these there was a duty of from 2.5% to 12.5% on all goods imported and exported. A tax had to be paid to travel on main roads, to cross bridges, to enter market-places, towns and harbors. There was a tax on pack animals, and a tax on the wheels and axles of carts. There were purchase taxes on goods bought and sold. And there was the half-shekel Temple tax on every male over 20 years of age. 

Everyone paid this Temple tax; it became almost a badge of Jewish identity. But in secular kingdoms taxes were not paid by a ruler’s family. So if the Temple was indeed “his Father’s house,” then Jesus should be exempt from the Temple tax.

The implications went far beyond the single case of Jesus, of course. Matthew was a Jewish Christian, writing for Jewish Christians, and no doubt this Temple tax was a burning question for them. In his gospel he has Jesus say: you are exempt, really, but so as not to give offence, pay it anyway. In other words, you don’t have to fight every battle, you don’t have to take on everyone; let side-issues be side-issues. 

Tuesday, August 10, 2004

St. Lawrence, Martyr

1st Reading: 2 Cor 9:6-10

Gospel: Jn 12:24-26

Jesus said, “Truly, I say to you, unless the grain of wheat falls to the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it produces much fruit.

“Those who love their life destroy it, and those who despise their life in this world keep it for everlasting life.

“Whoever wants to serve me, let him follow me and wherever I am, there shall my servant be also. If anyone serves me, the Father will honor him.”
Commentary

St. Lawrence was martyred in Rome in 258 during the persecution under the Roman emperor Valerian. He was among the seven deacons serving Pope St. Sixtus II, who was martyred a few days before Lawrence. When he was challenged to hand over the Church’s treasure to the authorities, he asked for a few days’ grace; then “he went all over the city, seeking out in every street the poor who were supported by the Church, and with whom no other was so well acquainted. On the third day, he gathered together a great number of them before the church and placed them in rows: the decrepit, the blind, the lame, the maimed, the lepers, orphans and widows; then he went to the prefect, invited him to come and see the treasure of the Church.” 

Although Lawrence was probably beheaded, St. Ambrose of Milan and the Latin poet Prudentius, among others, recorded that he was roasted to death on a gridiron. Many conversions to Christianity throughout Rome reportedly followed Lawrence’s death, including those of several senators witnessing his execution. The Basilica of San Lorenzo, Rome, was built over his burial place. 

Wednesday, August 11, 2004

19th Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: Ezk 9:1-7; 10:18-22

Gospel: Mt 18:15-20

Jesus said to his disciples, “If your brother or sister has sinned against you, go and point out the fault when the two of you are in private, and if he listens to you, you have won your brother. If you are not listened to, take with you one or two others so that the case may be decided by the evidence of two or three witnesses. If he still refuses to listen to them, tell it to the assembled Church. But if he does not listen to the Church, then regard such a one as a pagan or a publican.

“I say to you: whatever you bind on earth, heaven will keep bound; and whatever you unbind on earth, heaven will keep unbound.

“In like manner, I say to you: if on earth two of you are united in asking for anything, it will be granted to you by my heavenly Father. For where two or three are gathered in my Name, I am there among them.”

Commentary

 “You can calculate the worth of a man by the number of his enemies, and the importance of a work of art by the harm that is spoken of it.” This remarkable statement was made in a letter by the 19th century French writer Gustave Flaubert. It is difficult now to get inside an aristocratic mind, but (I suppose) this is how the world would look from there. Aristocrats need the hatred of “the dead level of the masses” in order to feel that they themselves are on a higher level. 

Jesus told his followers to expect hatred, “If the world hates you, be aware that it hated me before you” (Jn 15:18). But this does not come, as it does in Flaubert’s case, from a feeling of superiority; it comes from a realistic knowledge of the world. The Christian does not depend on anyone’s hatred, but tries to disarm hatred with love. “Owe no one anything, except to love one another” wrote St. Paul (Rom 13:8). 

Today’s reading tells how we should deal with the criminality of another Christian, in the light of the Father’s concern that “not one should perish.” It is not about punishment or revenge, nor about feeling superior to them, nor about “restoring the balance of justice” (what does that mean?), but about sincerely trying to win back an erring brother or sister. 

Thursday, August 12, 2004

19th Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: Ezk 12:1-12

Gospel: Mt 18:21—19:1

Peter asked Jesus, “Lord, how many times must I forgive the offenses of my brother or sister? Seven times?” Jesus answered, “No, not seven times, but seventy-seven times.

“This story throws light on the kingdom of heaven. A king decided to settle the accounts of his servants. Among the first was one who owed him ten thousand gold ingots. As the man could not repay the debt, the king commanded that he be sold as a slave with his wife, children and all his goods in payment.

“The official threw himself at the feet of the king and said, ‘Give me time, and I will pay you back everything.’ The king took pity on him and not only set him free but even canceled his debt.

“This official then left the king’s presence and he met one of his companions who owed him a hundred pieces of silver. He grabbed him by the neck and almost strangled him, shouting, ‘Pay me what you owe!’ His companion threw himself at his feet and asked him, ‘Give me time, and I will pay everything.’ The other did not agree, but sent him to prison until he had paid all his debt.

“His companions saw what happened. They were indignant and so they went and reported everything to their lord. Then the lord summoned his official and said, ‘Wicked servant, I forgave you all that you owed when you begged me to do so. Weren’t you bound to have pity on your companion as I had pity on you?’ The lord was now angry, so he handed his servant over to be punished, until he had paid his whole debt.”

Jesus added, “So will my heavenly Father do with you unless each of you sincerely for​give your brother or sister.”

When Jesus had finished this teach​​ing, he left Galilee and arrived at the border of Judea, on the other side of the Jordan River.

Commentary

We are bound to forgive others, and to believe that God forgives us; but it is not so often said that we must forgive ourselves. It is easier to forgive others than to forgive oneself. Karl Jung wrote, “What I do to the least of my brothers and sisters I do to Christ. But what if I should discover that the least among them all, the poorest of all the beggars, the most impudent of all offenders, the very enemy himself—that these are within me, and that I myself stand in need of the alms of my own kindness—that I am myself the enemy who must be loved—what then?” 

Friday, August 13, 2004

19th Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: Ezk 16:1-15, 60-63 or 16:59-63

Gospel: Mt 19:3-12

Some Pharisees approached Jesus. They wanted to test him and asked, “Is a man allowed to divorce his wife for any reason he wants?”

Jesus replied, “Have you not read that in the beginning the Creator made them male and female, and he said: Man has now to leave father and mother, and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one body? So they are no longer two but one body; let no one separate what God has joined.”

They asked him, “Then, why did Moses command us to write a bill of dismissal in order to divorce?” Jesus replied, “Moses knew your stubborn heart, so he allowed you to divorce your wives, but it was not so in the beginning. Therefore I say to you: who​ever divorces his wife, unless it be for concubinage, and marries another, commits adultery.”

The disciples said, “If that is the condition of a married man, it is better not to marry.” Jesus said to them, “Not everybody can accept what you have just said, but only those who have received this gift. Some are born incapable of marriage. Some have been made that way by others. But there are some who have given up the possibility of marriage for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. Let the one who can accept it, accept it.” 

Commentary

In Genesis 1:27 (the first page of the Bible) there is a lyrical description of the creation of man and woman, “God made human beings in his own image, in his own image he created them; male and female he created them” (see also 5:2). “Adam” is not a name like James or John; it means “the creature made of dust” (the word for dust is “adamah” in Hebrew). In the first three chapters of Genesis, ‘Adam’ means man and woman equally. Obviously, then, man and woman are on an equal footing and both are equally images of God. 

All this, of course, is before the Fall! After the Fall, all is changed. Human beings have seriously damaged their original innocence, and they suffer differently for it. The woman suffers by becoming subject to man and dependent on him, but this was not God’s intention. This Genesis story reflects the actual social position of woman in the ancient Near East, which was one of subjection first to her father and then to her husband. It is the story of the corruption of God’s image. 

What Jesus had to say about divorce was an affirmation of the original state over the corrupted one.

Saturday, August 14, 2004

19th Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: Ezk 18:1-10, 13, 30-32

Gospel: Mt 19:13-15

Little children were brought to Jesus that he might lay his hands on them with a prayer. But the disciples scolded those who brought them. Jesus then said, “Let them be! Do not stop the children from coming to me, for the kingdom of heaven belongs to people such as these.” So Jesus laid his hands on them and went his way.

Commentary 

A good day to recall the words of Kalhil Gibran:

Your children are not your children.

They are the sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself.

They came through you but not from you;

And though they are with you yet they belong not to you.

You may give them your love but not your thoughts,

For they have their own thoughts.

You may house their bodies but not their souls,

For their souls dwell in the house of tomorrow,

which you cannot visit, not even in your dreams.

You may strive to be like them, 

but seek not to make them like you,

For life goes not backward nor tarries with yesterday.

You are the bows from which your children as living arrows

are sent forth.


The Prophet (1923) “On Children”

Sunday, August 15, 2004

Assumption of the BVM

1st Reading: Rev 11:19; 12:1-6, 10

Then the sanctuary of God in the heav​ens was opened, and the Ark of the Covenant of God could be seen inside the sanctuary. There were flashes of lightning, peals of thun​​der, an earthquake and a violent hail​-storm.

A great sign appeared in heaven: a woman, clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet and a crown of twelve stars on her head. She was pregnant and cried out in pain, looking to her time of delivery.

Then another sign appeared: a huge, red dragon with seven heads and ten horns and wearing seven crowns on its heads. It had just swept along a third of the stars of heaven with its tail, throwing them down to the earth.

The dragon stood in front of the woman who was about to give birth, so that it might devour the child as soon as it was born. She gave birth to a male child, the one who is to rule all the nations with an iron scepter; then her child was seized and taken up to God and to his throne while the woman fled to the desert where God had prepared a place for her; there she would be looked after for one thousand two hundred and sixty days.

 Then I heard a loud voice from heaven: 

Now has salvation come,

with the power and the kingdom of our God,

and the rule of his anointed.

For our brothers’ accuser has been cast out,

who accused them night and day, before God.

2nd Reading: 1 Cor 15:20-27

But no, Christ has been raised from the dead and he comes before all those who have fallen asleep. A human being brought death; a human being also brings resurrection of the dead. All die for being Adam’s, and in Christ all will receive life. However, each one in his own time: first Christ, then Christ’s people, when comes.

Then the end will come, when Christ delivers the kingdom to God the Father, after having de​stroyed every rule, authority and power. For he must reign and put all enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed will be death. As Scripture says: God has subjected everything under his feet.

When we say that everything is put under his feet, we exclude, of course, the Father who subjects everything to him.

Gospel: Lk 1:39-56

Mary then set out for a town in the Hills of Judah. She entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth. When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the baby leapt in her womb. Elizabeth was filled with holy spirit, and giving a loud cry, said, “You are most blessed among women and blessed is the fruit of your womb! How is it that the mother of my Lord comes to me? The moment your greeting sounded in my ears, the baby within me suddenly leapt for joy. Blessed are you who be​lieved that the Lord’s word would come true!”

And Mary said:

 “My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord,

my spirit exults in God my savior!

He has looked upon his servant in her lowliness, 

and people forever will call me blessed.

The Mighty One has done great things for me,

Holy is his Name!

From age to age his mercy extends

to those who live in his presence.

He has acted with power and done wonders,

and scattered the proud with their plans.

He has put down the mighty from their thrones

and lifted up those who are downtrodden.

He has filled the hungry with good things

but has sent the rich away empty.

He held out his hand to Israel, his servant,

for he remembered his mercy,

even as he promised our fathers,

Abraham and his descendants forever.”

Mary remained with Elizabeth about three months and then returned home.

Commentary

When we want to understand something, we can look for its “story”, its past; in that way we see how it arose. This is usually very useful, and yet there is something unsatisfying about it. We have presumed that the meaning of the present lies in the past. This makes the present (and the future) old before they are born. If someone tried to “explain” you away by mentioning only where you came from and what happened in your past, you would feel rather left out of it, wouldn’t you? You would want to make a strong statement of what you are now, and what you intend and hope for the future. 

Scholars are able to see the antecedents of the Magnificat in the Old Testament: in Isaiah 29:14, etc., and in the Canticle of Hannah, the mother of Samuel (1S 2:1-10, “My heart exults in Yahweh, I feel strong in my God.... The bow of the mighty is broken, but the weak are girded with strength. The well-fed must labor for bread, but the hungry need work no more....” etc.). Mary is repeating, you might say, what others had said long before she was born. 

But when Mary (or indeed anyone) says “My soul glorifies the Lord,” it’s a leap of joy and praise in the present moment; it may have been said many times before, but it’s new now. Quotations are from memory, but joy and praise are in the present moment. Catholics used to be reluctant to pray spontaneously in groups, preferring to say, “What page is that on?” For many people that has changed. But it is good to remember that we don’t have to be saying surprising new things all the time. A prayer could be as old as the hills, but it is perfectly new if it comes from the heart. 

Monday, August 16, 2004

20th Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: Ezk 24:15-24

Gospel: Mt 19:16-22

A young man approached him and asked, “Master, what good work must I do to receive eternal life?” Jesus answered, “Why do you ask me about what is good?” Only one is Good. If you want to enter eternal life, keep the commandments.” The young man said, “Which commandments?” Jesus replied, “Do not kill, do not commit adultery, do not steal, do not bear false witness, honor your father and mother, and love your neighbor as yourself.”
The young man said to him, “I have kept all these commandments, what is still lacking?” Jesus answered, “If you wish to be perfect, go and sell all that you possess and give the money to the poor and you will become the owner of a treasure in heaven. Then come back and follow me.”

On hearing this answer, the young man went away sad for he was a man of great wealth.

Commentary

Today’s reading touches the DIY person in all of us, the “self-made man”. We all want to succeed at what we do—who would set out to fail?—but we know when it goes into exaggeration. Nothing fails like success, someone said. I suppose that means, in part, that while we nearly always learn from failure we seldom learn from success. The young man in today’s reading was a success. He had a certain openness to something beyond that (or was it to be just more of the same?); he said, “What else?” But it didn’t prove to be a real openness; he refused to take the step. We have to be at the end of our tether before we really change. We have to fail (see July 28). This is the pattern of Christ’s own life and death. It was well expressed by the strange 17th-century mystic Jacob Boehme, “If you are to put on Christ’s nature, you must go through his Journey, from the Incarnation to the Ascension. For Sophia (Wisdom) is wed to the soul only through that quality which springs up in the soul through the death of Christ…. Then it flowers as a new plant in Eternity.”

Tuesday, August 17, 2004

20th Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: Ezk 28:1-10

Gospel: Mt 19:23-30

Jesus said to his disciples, “Truly I say to you: it will be hard for one who is rich to enter the kingdom of heaven. Yes, believe me: it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for the one who is rich to enter the kingdom of heaven.”

On hearing this the disciples were astonished and said, “Who, then, can be saved?” Jesus looked steadily at them and answered, “For humans it is impossible, but for God all things are possible.”

Then Peter spoke up and said, “You see we have given up everything to follow you: what will be our lot?”

Jesus answered, “You who have followed me, listen to my words: on the Day of Renew​al, when the Son of Man sits on his throne in glory, you, too, will sit on twelve thrones to rule the twelve tribes of Israel. As for those who have left houses, brothers, sisters, father, mother, children or property for my Name’s sake, they will receive a hundredfold and be given eternal life. Many who are now first will be last, and many who are now last will be first.”

Commentary

The young man in yesterday’s reading is never again heard of in the gospels. What became of him we don’t know. If he had become a great failure we would surely have heard of him. Perhaps he was a failure even as a failure!—a very mediocre failure. 

“Easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle!” This highly colorful language is typical of Aramaic, it seems. Nevertheless there have been attempts to “explain” it: someone suggested that “camel” may have been some kind of thick cord; and someone else suggested that the “eye of the needle” may have been a narrow pass in the mountains. Like many explanations, these leave you feeling that wine has been turned into water. Jesus spoke like a poet—or more than a poet, a prophet—and not like the sensible calculating young man who was never heard of again. 

Peter and the others had not made sensible calculations; they had taken a risk. It may not have been much that they gave up, but it was everything they had. And they gave themselves. The two things go together: giving things and giving oneself. They are a single habit of mind: giving. It is not wealth in itself that keeps the rich from entering the kingdom, but the habit of not giving it away. 

Wednesday, August 18, 2004

20th Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: Ezk 34:1-11

Gospel: Mt 20:1-16

Jesus said to his disciples, “This story throws light on the kingdom of heaven. A landowner went out early in the morning to hire workers for his vineyard. He agreed to pay the workers a salary of a silver coin for the day, and sent them to his vineyard. 

“He went out again at about nine in the morning, and seeing others idle in the square, he said to them: ‘You, too, go to my vineyard and I will pay you what is just.’ So they went.

“The owner went out at midday and again at three in the afternoon, and he did the same. Finally he went out at the last working hour – it was the eleventh – and he saw others standing there. So he said to them: ‘Why do you stay idle the whole day?’ They answered: ‘Because no one has hired us.’ The master said: ‘Go and work in my vine​yard.’

“When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his manager: ‘Call the workers and pay them their wage, beginning with the last and ending with the first.’ Those who had come to work at the eleventh hour turned up and were given a denarius each (a silver coin). When it was the turn of the first, they thought they would receive more. But they, too, received a denarius each. So, on receiving it, they began to grumble against the landowner.

“They said: ‘These last hardly worked an hour, yet you have treated them the same as us who have endured the day’s burden and heat.’ The owner said to one of them: ‘Friend, I have not been unjust to you. Did we not agree on a denarius a day? So take what is yours and go. I want to give to the last the same as I give to you. Don’t I have the right to do as I please with my money? Why are you envious when I am kind?’

“So will it be: the last will be first, the first will be last.” 

Commentary

 “A landowner went out early.” Johann Tauler (14th century) focused on the word “early”. God takes the first step, God always works “early”, he said. He sees the whole sweep of Revelation in this word “early”. “In one sense our dear Lord went out early by His eternal birth, by which he came forth from the Father’s heart, without ever leaving it. In another sense our dear Lord Jesus Christ went out early when He took human nature upon Himself, so that He might make terms with us and call us back into His vineyard.”

It’s a great word: “early”. It expresses readiness, eagerness, determination. The way you get up in the morning shows how your day will be. If you roll out of bed at the last minute you are telling yourself, body and soul, that life is just dragging you along. If someone played music like that, what a horrible sound it would be! It’s wonderful to listen to music, even when it’s not the greatest. The notes arrive with such confidence and timing, and they give themselves completely. They are such bright beings; you couldn’t imagine them dragging themselves along reluctantly. God must be like that. 

When we do get the idea of “early” we tend to overdo it! Everyone wants to be the first note! We race one another for the first place. But “early” doesn’t have to mean “first”. If I’m in the middle of a piece, or at the end, surely that’s the right time, and I can give myself as fully as if I were the first note!

Thursday, August 19, 2004

20th Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: Ezk 36:23-28

Gospel: Mt 22:1-14

Jesus began to address the chief priests and elders of the people, once more using parables:

“This story throws light on the kingdom of heaven. A king celebrated the wedding of his son. He sent his servants to call the invited guests to the wedding feast, but the guests refused to come.

“Again he sent other servants ordering them to say to the invited guests: ‘I have prepared a banquet, slaughtered my fattened calves and other animals, and now everything is ready; come then, to the wedding feast.’ But they paid no attention and went away, some to their fields, and others to their work. While the rest seized the ser​vants of the king, insulted them and killed them.

“The king became angry. He sent his troops to destroy those murderers and burn their city. Then he said to his servants: ‘The wedding banquet is prepared, but the invited guests were not worthy. Go, then, to the crossroads and invite everyone you find to the wedding feast.’

“The servants went out at once into the streets and gathered everyone they found, good and bad alike, so that the hall was filled with guests.

“The king came in to see those who were at table, and he noticed a man not wearing the festal garment. So he said to him: ‘Friend, how did you get in without the wedding garment?’ But the man remained silent. So the king said to his servants: ‘Bind his hands and feet and throw him into the dark where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth.’

“Know that many are called, but few are chosen.”

Commentary

Tauler wants to be with us again today! “The Lord Jesus Christ is the bridegroom, and we are the bride, your soul and mine. We are called and invited, everything is all prepared for the union between God and His bride, the soul who loves Him. This is something indescribable. This love is so close, so interior, so secret, so tender and so ardent as to be beyond all comprehension. All the great theologians of Paris, with all their wisdom, could never express what it is. However much they wanted to speak about it they could only keep silence. The more we want to say what it is, the less we can say and the less we understand it….”

Our faith is a love-story, not a strategy. “So,” he continues, “do not go adopting other people’s methods or spiritual exercises; that is blindness. Our various ways to God are as different from one another as we are ourselves. One man’s spiritual meat is another man’s poison, and the graces we are given vary in many ways, to fit the needs of our particular constitutions and natures. So leave other people’s practices alone.”

Friday, August 20, 2004

20th Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: Ezk 37:1-14

Gospel: Mt 22:34-40

When the Pharisees heard how Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, they came together. One of them, a teacher of the Law, tried to test him with this question, “Teacher, which is the most important commandment in the Law?”

Jesus answered, “You shall love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the first and the most important of the commandments. But after this there is another one very similar to it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. The whole Law and the Prophets are founded on these two commandments.”

Commentary

I mentioned my rediscovery of the penny catechism after many years: the one that tried to equip us for life with knowledge of God, but forgot to mention that God was love (see April 28). We older people grew up with that, and we pray that it didn’t sink in too deeply! But it did go deep with many sensitive people. I don’t know the motives of the publishers who recalled this nightmare stuff to us; perhaps they believe that people are longing for old certitudes in a world of rapid change. That is undoubtedly true, and it’s a good thing to get down to basics at such a time. But the basics are the gospels, and not a dated catechism. The word that renews and strengthens us and sets us free is the word of God.

The catechism looked tough and hard-edged—no nonsense—and it could make talk of love seem weak and sentimental. But Christian love is first and foremost about knowing God: without it, we don’t know what we are talking about when we talk about God. John wrote, “The one who does not love does not know God, for God is love” (1Jn 4:8). After that, it is about loving our neighbor. It is not a weak and self-indulgent feeling, but a practical way of life.

Saturday, August 21, 2004

20th Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: Ezk 43:1-7

Gospel: Mt 23:1-12

Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples, “The teachers of the Law and the Pharisees sat on the seat of Moses. So you shall do and observe all they say, but do not do as they do, for they do not do what they say. They tie up heavy burdens and load them on the shoulders of the people, but they do not even raise a finger to move them. They do everything in order to be seen by people; so they wear very wide bands of the Law around their foreheads, and robes with large tassels. They enjoy the first place at feasts and reserved seats in the synagogues, and being greeted in the marketplace and being called ‘Master’ by the people.

“But you, do not let yourselves be called Master because you have only one Master, and all of you are brothers and sisters. Neither should you call anyone on earth Father, because you have only one Father, he who is in heaven. Nor should you be called leader, because Christ is the only lead​er for you. Let the greatest among you be the servant of all. For whoever makes himself great shall be humbled, and whoever humbles himself shall be made great.” 

Commentary

Every word of the Gospel is addressed to every Christian without distinction: to the one who proclaims it, as much as to the ones who hear it proclaimed. It is “alive and active, sharper than any two-edged sword” (Heb 4:12). It can never be used, though it has often been used, by one person against another. It is not a dead instrument to be brandished at will; it is alive with a life of its own. The preacher cannot say, “You sinners…” but “We sinners….”—because one edge of that sword is always turned towards the speaker. 

That word of God does two apparently opposite things: it pulls down and it builds up. Its work is “to pluck up and to pull down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant” (Jer 1:10). We cannot expect the truth to lie like a veneer over falsity. So we hear Jesus, the Prince of Peace, say that he has not come to bring peace on earth, but the sword (Mt 10:34). Today’s reading is an application of that sword, and Christian preachers and teachers know that he is addressing them.

But the word also builds up and plants. Even if the preacher is personally unworthy of what he or she is preaching, the word has a life of its own and takes root in unexpected ways. Despite our great failures, we are all sent out “to make disciples in all nations.”  

Sunday, August 22, 2004

21st Sunday in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: Is 66:18-21

The Lord says this, “Now I am going to gather the nations of every tongue, and they will witness my glory, for I will perform a wonderful thing among them. Then I will send some of their survivors to the nations – Tarshish, Put, Lud, Moscheck, Rosh, Tubal, and Javan – to the dis​tant islands where no one has ever heard of me or seen my glory. They will proclaim my glory among the nations. They will bring your brothers from all the nations as an offering to Yahweh on horses, in chariots, in litters, on mules, on camels to my holy moun​tain in Jerusalem, says Yahweh, just as the Israelites bring oblations in clean vessels to the house of Yahweh. Then I will choose priests and Levites even from them, says Yahweh. 

2nd Reading: Heb 12:5-7, 11-13
Do not forget the comforting words that Wisdom addresses to you as children: My son, pay attention when the Lord corrects you and do not be discouraged when he punishes you. For the Lord corrects those he loves and chastises everyone he accepts as a son.

What you endure is in order to correct you. God treats you like sons and what son is not corrected by his father? All correction is painful at the moment, rather than pleasant; later it brings the fruit of peace, that is, holiness to those who have been trained by it.

Lift up, then, your drooping hands, and strengthen your trembling knees; make level the ways for your feet, so that the lame may not be disabled, but healed. 

Gospel: Lk 13:22-30

Jesus went through towns and villages teaching and making his way to Jerusalem. Some​​one asked him, “Lord, is it true that few people will be saved?”

And Jesus answered, “Do your best to enter by the narrow door, for many, I tell you, will try to enter and will not be able. When once the master of the house has got up and locked the door, you will stand outside; then you will knock at the door calling: ‘Lord, open to us.’ But he will say to you: ‘I do not know where you come from.’

“Then you will say: We ate and drank with you and you taught in our streets! But he will reply: ‘I don’t know where you come from. Away from me all you workers of evil.’
“You will weep and grind your teeth when you see Abraham and Jacob and all the prophets in the kingdom of God, and you yourselves left outside. Others will sit at table in the kingdom of God, people coming from east and west, from north and south. Some who are among the last will be the first, and others who were first will be last!” 

Commentary

Hans Urs von Balthasar, one of the greatest of 20th-century theologians, wrote a book entitled “Dare we hope that all will be saved?” His answer, in brief, was that we not only dare to hope, but we are obliged to hope, that all will be saved. St. Augustine, he said, was the first Christian writer to claim that he knew there were people in hell. Before his time (5th century) no Christian writer ever claimed to know that there were people in hell. This may be news to some, since we inherited the medieval view that only a minority would be saved. Von Balthasar concluded: if you say you know there are people in hell, you are saying more than you know; if you say you know there is no one in hell, you are likewise saying more than you know. That is how it rests. We don’t know, but we hope. 

Notice that in today’s reading, Jesus did not answer the question, “Is it true that few people will be saved?” It may have been this text that set the early custom of not trying to answer it. Among the medievals, Julian of Norwich was exceptional in her insistence on leaving such questions unanswered. There are two aspects to revealed truth, she said. The first is what we know of “our Savior and our salvation.” This is “open and clear, lovely and light, and plentiful.” The other is “our Lord’s secret counsel (privy councell),” and we should not “pry into those secrets (not to wel wetyn his conselye).” We must “always avoid dwelling on what the last deed of God will be,” she wrote. God gives us everything needed for our salvation, it seems, and statistics are no part of that.

Monday, August 23, 2004

21st Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 2 Thes 1:1-5, 11-12

Gospel: Mt 23:13-22

Jesus said, “Woe to you, teachers of the Law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You shut the door to the kingdom of heaven in people’s faces. You yourselves do not enter, nor do you allow others to do so.

“Woe to you, teachers of the Law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You travel by sea and land to win a single convert, yet once he is converted, you turn him twice as fit for hell as yourselves.

“Woe to you, blind guides! You say: To swear by the Temple is not binding, but to swear by the treasure of the Tem​ple is. Blind fools! Which is of more worth? The gold in the Temple or the Tem​ple which makes the gold a sacred treasure? You say: To swear by the altar is not binding, but to swear by the offering on the altar is. How blind you are! Which is of more value: the offering on the altar or the altar which makes the offering sacred? Whoever swears by the altar is swearing by the altar and by everything on it. Whoever swears by the Temple is swearing by it and by God who dwells in the Temple. Whoever swears by heaven is swearing by the throne of God and by him who is seated on it.”

Commentary

This passage (and the remainder of chapter 23) has been used by Christians in the past to fuel anti-Jewish polemic. But clearly it is not Judaism itself that Matthew’s gospel had in focus, but those Pharisees who opposed and ultimately destroyed Jesus. Matthew himself was a Jew, as of course were Jesus, his disciples, and his family. 

The problem with the Pharisees was the absence of an interior spirit to give life to their religious practices. They are a warning headline for all time, because any group in any religion is capable of going their way. They would strain out a gnat (qamla) from their drink, Jesus said, but swallow a camel (gamla). They would give tithes not only of their field grain and fruit crops, but even of the herbs in the back garden; and yet they neglected the really important things: justice, mercy and love. They quibbled with words in order to have things both ways.

The Pharisees get harsh treatment especially in Matthew’s gospel. The word “Pharisee” has come to mean hypocrite. What was their real motivation? While the Sadducees refused to accept any precept as binding unless it was based directly on the Torah, that is, the Written Law, the Pharisees believed that the Law given to Moses was twofold, consisting of the Written Law and the Oral Law. The Oral Law was the teachings of the prophets and the oral traditions of the Jewish people. The Sadducees held that the written Torah was the only source of revelation, but the Pharisees admitted the principle of evolution in the Law. Hence all their endless complexity of rules.

Does that remind you of the difference between Protestant and Catholic? If so, then the gospels are even a better mirror to us all. 

Tuesday, August 24, 2004

Bartholomew, Apostle

1st Reading: Rev 21:9-14

Gospel: Jn 1:45-51

Philip found Natha​nael and said to him, “We have found the one that Moses wrote about in the Law, and the prophets as well: he is Jesus, son of Joseph, from Nazareth.”

Nathanael replied, “Can anything good come from Nazareth?” Philip said to him, “Come and see.” When Jesus saw Nathanael coming, he said of him, “Here comes an Israelite, a true one; there is nothing false in him.” Nathanael asked him, “How do you know me?” And Jesus said to him, “Before Philip called you, you were under the fig tree and I saw you.”

Nathanael answered, “Master, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!” But Jesus replied, “You believe because I said: ‘I saw you under the fig tree.’ But you will see greater things than that.

“Truly, I say to you, you will see the heavens opened and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man.”

Commentary

Bartholomew is a surname: “Bar” means “son of”, just like Mc and O’ and Fitz in some surnames. The first three gospels never mention Nathanael, and the fourth gospel never mentions Bartholomew. It’s probable, most scholars say, that they were one and the same person under different names. In the first three gospels Bartholomew is always mentioned with Philip, and in the fourth gospel Nathanael is always mentioned with Philip—a further reason to suspect that Bartholomew and Nathanael are one man. 

Under the name of Nathanael he appears in two places in John’s gospel. In chapter 1 Jesus sees him coming and says “Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!”—the opening of a familiar conversation. In the other passage (chapter 21) we learn that he came from Cana in Galilee. Under the name of Bartholomew nothing is said of him in the first three gospels; he is only a name on the list. But there is an apocryphal Gospel of Bartholomew, which is known for the splendor of its prayers. For example, Mary prays, “O God, great and all-wise, king of the worlds, beyond description, unutterable, you who established the greatness of the heavens and all things by a word, you who out of darkness fastened together the poles of heaven in harmony, you who wrought form in formless matter, order in disorder, light in misty darkness, you who settled the earth in its place and filled with blessings her who is the nourisher of all things….”

Wednesday, August 25, 2004

21st Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 2 Thes 3:6-10, 16-18

Gospel: Mt 23:27-32

Jesus said, “Woe to you, teachers of the Law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs beautiful in appearance, but inside there are only dead bones and uncleanness. In the same way you appear as religious to others, but you are full of hypocrisy and wickedness within.

“Woe to you, teachers of the Law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You build tombs for the prophets and decorate the monuments of the righteous. You say: Had we lived in the time of our ancestors, we would not have joined them in the blood of prophets. So, you yourselves confess to be kins of those who murdered the prophets. And now, finish off what your ancestors began!”

Commentary

One of the things that Jesus condemned in the Pharisees was their exclusiveness and their tendency to judge people (Mt 9:9-13).

When we read an ancient writing we assume that it is only about ancient people. But the fact that we are reading it today raises it beyond its past and extends it into the present. I’m very struck by the fact that the Liturgy puts these texts before us at Mass. The Liturgy of the Word is not a history lesson; it is the application of the word of God to ourselves. The Liturgy is saying: we are the Pharisees, we are the Sadducees, we are Herod and Pilate, and Peter, James and John, and the Marys; we are standing in the shoes of every figure in the New Testament: from Judas to Jesus himself. 

But I can be consciously or unconsciously in someone’s shoes. If I am unconscious that I am being a Pharisee, then really I am a Pharisee; but paradoxically, if I say “I’m a Pharisee; these writings are about me,” then I’m not! Work that one out! The only safe way then is to presume the least, to admit the worst, and to judge no one.

Thursday, August 26, 2004

21st Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 1 Cor 1:1-9

Gospel: Mt 24:42-51

Jesus said to his disciples, “Stay awake, then, for you do not know on what day your Lord will come. Just think about this: if the owner of the house knew that the thief would come by night around a certain hour, he would stay awake to prevent his house to be broken into. So be alert, for the Son of Man will come at the hour you least expect.

“Imagine a capable servant whom his mas​ter has put in charge of his household to give them food at the proper time. Fortunate indeed is that servant whom his master will find at work when he comes. Truly, I say to you, his lord will en​trust that one with everything he has.

“Not so with the bad servant who thinks: My mas​ter is delayed. And he begins ill-treating his fellow servants while eating and drinking with drunkards. But his master will come on the day he does not know and at the hour he least expects. He will dismiss that servant and deal with him as with the hypocrites, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”

Commentary

Master Zuigan called to himself every day, “Master!” and answered, “Yes, sir!” Then he would say, “Be wide awake!” and answer, “Yes, sir!” “Henceforth, never be deceived by others!” “No, sir, I won’t!” 

He was playing at being two people; but he knew it, and that made all the difference! When I play at being two people and I’m not conscious of it, then I really am divided in two, and I don’t know who’s asleep and who’s awake. Zuigan knew. With him it was conscious play, and therefore he could stop playing whenever he wished. The unconscious games are the ones that control me and that never end. There are games I have been playing all my life: “I’m an innocent victim”, or “I can trust no one”, or “Everyone ought to be helping me”, or “Nobody cares”, or “I’ll never have enough”, or “I’m not one of them, anyway!” or “The world is gone to hell,” or “Nobody understands me”, or “I should be in charge here”, or “What’s the use?”

These, and a thousand others, are ways of being asleep. All real religious teachers, whatever their differences, have one thing in common: they all say, “Wake up!” Sometimes a psychotherapist will try to help someone make these unconscious games conscious. The whole world, you might say, is trying to wake up. Perhaps it’s still early morning in human civilization! 
When Zuigan said to himself, “Never be deceived by others,” I presume he didn’t mean only people. He also meant circumstances. Don’t be deceived by anything. But ultimately it’s not circumstances that deceive us; it’s only we who can deceive ourselves.

Friday, August 27, 2004

21st Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 1 Cor 1:17-25

Gospel: Mt 25:1-13

Jesus said to his disciples, “This story throws light on what will happen in the king​dom of heaven. Ten bridesmaids went out with their lamps to meet the bridegroom. Five of them were careless while the others were sensible.

“The careless bridesmaids took their lamps as they were and did not bring extra oil. But those who were sensible, brought with their lamps flasks of oil. As the bridegroom delayed, they all grew drowsy and fell asleep.

“But at midnight, a cry rang out: ‘The bridegroom is here, come out and meet him!’ All the maidens woke up at once and trimmed their lamps. Then the careless ones said to the sensible ones: ‘Give us some oil, for our lamps are going out.’ The sensible ones answered: ‘There may not be enough for both you and us. You had better go to those who sell and buy for yourselves.’

“They were out buying oil when the bridegroom came, and those who were ready went with him to the wed​ding feast, and the doors were shut.

“Later the rest of the bridesmaids arrived and called out: ‘Lord, Lord, open to us.’ But he answered: ‘Truly, I do not know you.’

“So, stay awake, for you do not know the day nor the hour.”

Commentary

Today’s reading is giving us the same lesson as yesterday’s: wakefulness. 

When I’m asleep I don’t know what’s happening. If I walk in my sleep I don’t know where I’m going, nor why; I’m capable of stepping through a window to my death. What then if my waking life is also a kind of sleeping? What if my fits of anger and fear, and the non-stop craving in my life, are just like wheels turning by themselves, with no one in charge? People only have to press the right button and there’s my anger; press another and I cringe with fear; show me an advertisement and I buy a product I don’t need. I’m a machine, reacting to stimuli, not a conscious being responding to life. Or, to say it another way, I’m sound asleep. 

No one could like those wise bridesmaids in today’s parable, I think. They remain awake all right, but they are not the kind of people you would go to if you had a problem. Some “good” people are like that. But this is to misread the parable, which is a parable and not an allegory. An allegory has points of application all along the line, but a parable has only one point. The point of this one is the need to stay awake. (It would be wrong to apply it in other ways: for example, to deduce from it that we shouldn’t help people who are in need, if it’s their own fault.) The meaning of the parable is in the last line, “Stay awake!”

Saturday, August 28, 2004

21st Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 1 Cor 1:26-31

Gospel: Mt 25:14-30

Jesus told this parable to his disciples, “Imagine someone who, before going abroad, summoned his servants to entrust his property to them. He gave five talents of silver to one, then two to another, and one to a third, each one according to his ability; and he went away.

“He who received five talents went at once to do business with the money and gained another five. The one who received two did the same and gained another two. But the one with one talent dug a hole and hid his master’s money.

“After a long time, the master of those servants returned and asked for a reckoning. The one who received five talents came with another five talents, saying: ‘Lord, you entrusted me with five talents, but see I have gained five more with them.’ The master answered: ‘Very well, good and faithful servant, since you have been faithful in a few things, I will entrust you with much more. Come and share the joy of your master.’

“Then the one who had two talents came and said: ‘Lord, you entrusted me with two ta​l​ents; I have two more which I gained with them.’ The master said: ‘Well, good and faithful servant, since you have been faithful in little things, I will entrust you with much more. Come and share the joy of your master.’

“Finally, the one who had received one talent came and said: ‘Master, I know that you are an exacting man. You reap what you have not sown and gather what you have not invested. I was afraid, so I hid your money in the ground. Here, take what is yours.’ But his master replied: ‘Wicked and worthless servant, you know that I reap where I have not sown and gather where I have not invested. Then you should have deposited my money in the bank, and you would have given it back to me with interest on my return.

 “Therefore, take the talent from him, and give it to the one who has ten. For to all those who have, more will be given, and they will have an abundance; but from those who are unproductive, even what they have will be taken from them. As for that useless servant, throw him out into the dark where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’”

Commentary

Today’s parable, like yesterday’s, has an unpleasant tone at first sight. Instead of telling us that everything is a gift of God, it tells us about investments and profits. And worse: the punch-line could come from a director of a multinational company!—“To all those who have, more will be given, and they will have an abundance; but from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken away.” That’s how the business world operates. How could this have anything to do with the world of the spirit? The business world is only about “outer things”—property—but the spiritual world has to include also “inner things”. How could the same rules apply? 

To say that the spiritual world is all “gift” is to say the truth. But to say no more would be to make it a purely passive thing. In reality we know that nothing deep or “inner” can ever be given to us without our effort. You would love to give your knowledge of, say, a foreign language to someone you love, but it cannot be done without their labor. How much more your understanding, your wisdom, your experience? Even God’s gifts, poured out without measure, cannot really become mine unless I interiorize them myself. Struggle is part of the spiritual life, even though it remains true that everything is gift. And it’s a fact of experience (not a policy statement of a company) that the more I have the more I will receive. The more I know the more I am capable of knowing; the more I love the more I am capable of loving; the more I pray the more I am able to pray…. And likewise the less. 

Sunday, August 29, 2004

22nd Sunday in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: Sir 3:17-18, 20, 28-29

My son, conduct your affairs with discretion and you will be loved by those who are acceptable to God.

The greater you are, the more you should humble yourself and thus you will find favor with God. For great is the power of the Lord and it is the humble who give him glory.

For the sufferings of the proud man there is no remedy, the roots of evil are implanted in him. The wise man reflects on proverbs. What the wise man desires is an attentive ear. 

2nd Reading: Heb 12:18-19, 22-24
What you have come to is nothing known to the senses nor heat of a blazing fire, darkness and gloom and storms, blasts of trumpets or such a voice that the people pleaded that no further word be spoken. 

But you came near to Mount Zion, to the city of the living God, to the heavenly Jerusalem with its innumerable angels. You have come to the solemn feast, the assembly of the firstborn of God, whose names are written in heaven. There is God, Judge of all, with the spirits of the upright brought to per​fec​tion. There is Jesus, the mediator of the new covenant, with the sprinkled blood that cries out more effectively than Abel’s. 

Gospel: Lk 14:1, 7-14

One Sabbath Jesus had gone to eat a meal in the house of a leading Pharisee, and he was carefully watched. 
Jesus then told a parable to the guests, for he had noticed how they tried to take the places of honor. And he said, “When you are invited to a wedding party, do not choose the best seat. It may happen that someone more important than you has been invited, and your host, who invited both of you, will come and say to you: ‘Please give this person your place.’ What shame is yours when you take the lowest seat!

“Whenever you are invited, go rather to the lowest seat, so that your host may come and say to you: ‘Friend, you must come up higher.’ And this will be a great honor for you in the presence of all the other guests. For whoever makes himself out to be great will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be raised.”

Jesus also addressed the man who had invited him and said, “When you give a lunch or a dinner, don’t invite your friends, or your brothers and relatives and wealthy neighbors. For surely they will also invite you in return and you will be repaid. When you give a feast, invite instead the poor, the crippled, the lame and the blind. Fortunate are you then, because they can’t repay you; you will be repaid at the Resurrection of the upright.” 

Commentary

Thomas Merton gave us this story by Chuang Tzu (3rd century B.C.). 

“Chuang Tzu with his bamboo pole was fishing in Pu river. The Prince of Chu sent two vice-chancellors with a formal document: ‘We hereby appoint you Prime Minister.’ Chuang Tzu held his bamboo pole. Still watching Pu river, he said, ‘I am told there is a sacred tortoise, offered and canonized three thousand years ago, venerated by the prince, wrapped in silk, in a precious shrine on an altar in the Temple. What do you think: is it better to give up one’s life and leave a sacred shell as an object of cult in a cloud of incense three thousand years, or better to live as a plain turtle dragging its tail in the mud?’ ‘For the turtle,’ said the Vice-Chancellor, ‘better to live and drag its tail in the mud!’ ‘Go home!’ said Chuang Tzu. ‘Leave me here to drag my tail in the mud!’”

Monday, August 30, 2004

22nd Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 1 Cor 2:1-5

Gospel: Lk 4:16-30

When Jesus came to Nazareth where he had been brought up, he entered the synagogue on the Sabbath as he usually did. He stood up to read and they handed him the book of the prophet Isaiah.

Jesus then unrolled the scroll and found the place where it is written: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me. He has anointed me to bring good news to the poor, to proclaim liberty to captives and new sight to the blind; to free the oppressed and announce the Lord’s year of mercy.”

Jesus then rolled up the scroll, gave it to the attendant and sat down, while the eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. Then he said to them, “Today these prophetic words come true even as you listen.”

All agreed with him and were lost in wonder, while he kept on speaking of the grace of God. Nevertheless they asked, “Who is this but Joseph’s son?” So he said, “Doubtless you will quote me the saying: Doctor, heal yourself! Do here in your town what they say you did in Capernaum.”

Jesus added, “No prophet is honored in his own country. Truly, I say to you, there were many widows in Israel in the days of Elijah, when the heavens with​held rain for three years and six months and a great famine came over the whole land. Yet Elijah was not sent to any of them, but to a widow of Zarephath, in the country of Sidon. There were also many lepers in Israel in the time of Elisha, the prophet, and no one was healed except Naaman, the Syrian.”

On hearing these words, the whole assembly became indignant. They rose up and brought him out of the town, to the edge of the hill on which Nazareth is built, in​tending to throw him down the cliff. But he passed through their midst and went his way.

Commentary 

Long gospel, short commentary! 

“Today these words come true, even as you listen.” Today is the most difficult day. Yesterday and tomorrow are no trouble; perhaps that’s why I spend so much time there! Imagine: if they were places. I would seldom be at home! I would zip by now and then to see that my place hadn’t been robbed, but I would leave again immediately. Really, I’m robbing myself! What use is my place to me? 

If all the prophecies of all time are not fulfilled today, when will they be fulfilled? Nothing ever happens unless it happens today. Yesterday and tomorrow are only escapes from home; they are absences. I can be present only in the present. 
Tuesday, August 31, 2004

22nd Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 1 Cor 2:10-16

Gospel: Lk 4:31-37

Jesus went down to Capernaum, a town of Galilee, and began teaching the people at the sabbath meetings. They were astonished at the way he taught them, for his word was spoken with authority.

In the synagogue there was a man possessed by an evil spirit who shouted in a loud voice, “What do you want with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I recognize you: you are the Holy One of God.” Then Jesus said to him sharply, “Be silent and leave this man!” The evil spirit then threw the man down in front of them and came out of him without doing him harm. 

Amazement seized all these people and they said to one another, “What does this mean? He commands the evil spirits with authority and power. He orders, and you see how they come out!” And news about Je​sus spread through​out the surrounding area.

Commentary

Jesus went “down” to Capernaum—literally. It is a lakeside town. Having been rejected in Nazareth he made it his new base. The people of Nazareth saw only the carpenter, “Is not this the carpenter, the son of Mary and brother of James and Joses?” (Mk 6:3). “And they took offence at him.” He was too familiar to have any significance for them. They knew where he came from; they were able to reduce him to his past. This is what we might call the explanation “from behind”. It robbed him of his power: Mark says “He could work no miracle there” (6:5). By contrast, the people of the other town “were astonished as the way he taught them, for his word was spoken with authority.” They didn’t explain him “from behind”, like the people of Nazareth, nor “from below”, like the Pharisees. They were able to feel the full unexplained power of his presence—the terror and the beauty of it. 

We have to be careful with our explanations. What are they for? What are we doing with them? Sometimes (I know from experience) we “explain” something in order to avoid facing it. 



Children are dumb to say how hot the day is,



How hot the scent is of the summer rose,



How dreadful the black wastes of evening sky,



How dreadful the tall soldiers drumming by.



But we have speech, to chill the angry day,



And speech, to dull the rose’s cruel scent.



We spell away the overhanging night,



We spell away the soldiers and the fright.







(Robert Graves)
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