24th Sunday in Ordinary Time (B) 

09/13/2015
Thomas Merton, in his book, The New Man, recognizes the connection between contemplation and action.  Contemplation is acknowledging who we are as God creates us: in God’s image.  Action is relating as God relates: in God’s likeness.  All three readings this weekend speak to this reality.

The prophet Isaiah knows and acts as God relates with him and others.  ‘The Lord God opens my ear that I may hear; and I have not rebelled, have not turned back.’  That is, Isaiah practices a willingness to see and accept the person that God creates (contemplation), and knows too that as a human person, he attempts to create an alternative reality… a reality based not in reality but in illusion.  One way that the prophet knows when he is living as God’s creation and when he is living as his own creation is by observing the way in which he is relating with others.
The Letter of James points out that to separate contemplation from action, is to deny both.  When we slip into either/or thinking, we are living in our illusory self.  The person that God creates embraces paradox.  Hence, the Beatitudes are an invitation to live poor rather than rich, to weep rather than laugh, to be meek rather than aggressive.  This way of life can’t exist in our alternative way of life.

We, in our illusory selves, must be rich, or we are nobodies.  We must be aggressive, or we will not survive.  We must be happy, or be depressed.  There are no options.  It’s either one or the other.  This leads to a way of life in which we are blinded by our ability to justify our way of life.  This process of justification is aided by society which authorizes us to be greedy, to hoard, to accuse, and to promote violence in the name of national security.  Unfortunately, all become self-serving.
Jesus offers to his disciples (and us) a way of practicing living as God creates us, and enacting this reality.  It begins with our knowing that we are God’s beloved.  We practice knowing by giving and receiving love.  Love has no expectations.  It is a gift that comes forth from complete freedom.  When we practice giving love, we practice living without expectations.  This leads us to soon discover our poverty as we observe the numerous expectations that are attached to our love.  Paradoxically, our observations (that we are poor) free us to offer and receive love.

Peter demonstrates for us our human tendency to live illusion rather than reality.  He falls immediately into expectations.  If Jesus is the Christ, in his way of thinking, then the expectation is that he will be exalted.  This way of thinking is self-serving… as are all expectations.

Jesus uses this occasion to help Peter observe that his expectations divide rather than unite; they encourage accusation rather than acceptance; they promote riches rather than poverty.  All are found only in the illusory self rather than in the real self.  Jesus, in this way, provides us with the way by which we too can recognize our poverty, our need to weep, and our need to receive all as a gift.

As we practice a willingness to observe ourselves, we will experience humiliation which most often comes in the form, for example, of failure, losing our temper, limitation, rage, impatience.  Practicing a willingness to observe ourselves permits us to see that our moments of imperfection poke holes in our illusory self and allow us to see another self… a self who dwells in mercy.  This, we eventually discover, is our real self, the person who God creates and who is free to give and receive love.
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