31st Sunday Ordinary Time (A)


11/05/2017

Years ago I was a spiritual director at a youth center.  One of the events that the center held every year was the Haunted Labyrinth.  It generated money for the center and – equally importantly – it helped to teach the young people who volunteered first to build and then to staff the labyrinth, opportunities to learn how to work with others and a sense of achievement.


The lesson that seemed the most difficult to teach those who were scaring was the art of misdirection.  Many thought that most effective way to scare those who were walking through the dark aisles was to jump into their faces.  They gradually accepted that they did not have to be seen to be effective.  Most often their scare was much more effective when it came from an unexpected angle and they were only glimpsed.

It is not usual for history and theology to also offer us different perspectives.  We encounter, for example, only the theological perspective in our first reading from Malachi.  The prophet understands that the Jewish people are cursed because they are not giving glory to God’s name.
Then the prophet combines the two perspectives.  He says that Israel’s failure to give glory to God’s name results in partiality in their thinking.  They, because they are attempting to live separate from God, make comparisons that lead to a way of living that is susceptible to prejudice.

Something similar is happening in today’s Gospel from Matthew.  Some of the scribes and the Pharisees, Jesus is saying, are unknowingly attempting to live separately from God.  This results in their relying primarily upon their status as religious leaders.  Many feel that they are elite and entitled to signs of respect and places of honor.  They stop being of service and expect to be served.  It doesn’t appear that Jesus is very successful in his efforts to help them see from a different perspective.
One of the warning signs, Jesus tells us, that we are attempting to live separately from God is that we stop being of service to others and start expecting others to serve us.  This, like with the scribes and the Pharisees, isn’t easily seen by us.  They actually feel as though they are being of service to others by attempting to control other people’s actions, religious beliefs, and way of life.

Jesus invites us to be honest with ourselves and others.  Often we need the help of others to see what is honest and what is lying.  It seems that the only reality strong enough to help us see another perspective is our being surprised by love.  We might (and probably will) resist accepting that we are loved, but eventually love finds a way to break through our barriers.  When love does, we more readily live honestly and have less need for marks of respect and honor; and being of service to others comes more naturally.
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