13th Sunday Ordinary Time (A)


07/02/2017
Several people that I know recently found themselves in a situation that their elderly parents needed more care than they could provide.  Many struggled with a sense of guilt that they could no longer keep their parents out of a nursing facility.  Others felt a sense of dread that life as they have known it since their youth was changing.  Others were simply worn out.

I recall clearly the hurt with which my Mom spoke when she repeatedly tried to find ways to keep my Dad at home.  Eventually, she reluctantly agreed (though never fully accepted) that the care that my Dad needed was not something that she – or we – could provide.

This is only one example of what the Gospel story from Matthew is teaching.  Unfortunately, we tend to turn everything around so that it is we who must choose to love God first; it is we who must choose to take up our cross and follow; it is we who must lose our lives.  Our actions when we choose tell the story.

When we attempt to love in a hierarchical way (God first), we can’t love freely.  We tend to slip into judging who is worthy of our love and who isn’t worthy of our love.  When we attempt to take up our cross and follow, we tend to slip into measuring how well we are doing.  Life tends to become focused on us and how we are doing.  (I recall a politian in recent years sending out post cards each time something he perceived as pleasing took place, asking: ‘So how am I doing?’  I don’t recall receiving a postcard when something he perceived as not pleasing took place.)

Finally, when we attempt to lose our lives, we generally understand that to mean that we have to get rid of our faults.  Once again we tend to judge ourselves worthy or unworthy.  This, in turn, leads us to judge others based upon our cultural and religious interpretations.  Condemnation of the way of life of others is never far away, and – usually – when we condemn others, we honestly believe that we are doing God’s will.
One of the key transformations that Pope John XXIII introduces to the Vatican Council that he calls – against the wishes of many in the Vatican – is the directive to those gathering to be less concerned about laws, structures, and prohibitions, and more concerned about relating as Jesus relates in the Gospels.  (Pope Francis has returned to this directive.)  This concern for people always leads us to experience our limitations and God’s infinite love.

When we experience our limitations, an immediate reaction is to protect our image.  Questions – unconsciously or consciously – like: ‘What will others think of us if they see that we are limited?’ spring to mind.  This often leads to our attempting to take control of the situation.  When we are attempting to control, we stop loving.  We become more concerned about protecting what we have.
Experiencing our limitations can also reshape us to be less concerned about ourselves, how we look, or how we can protect ourselves from criticism, and more lovingly concerned for others.  It is this loving concern for others that helps us experience God’s love for us; leads us to accept the suffering that sometimes accompanies loving others; and helps us to find a part of us that we didn’t know that we had lost.
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