15th Sunday Ordinary Time (A)


07/12/2020
The words and stories of Jesus are much too radical for even the Gospel writers to fully accept, and so they interpret them, making them more palatable.  Today’s Gospel parable from Matthew is a good example.

Jesus operates from the perspective of God freely relating with us, and with God’s help and grace, we respond and reciprocate.  Most probably, when Jesus tells today’s parable, he is speaking from the perspective of what God is doing for us.  God’s generosity is so abundant and the seeds scatter so indiscriminately, that we feel that it is wasteful.  In the interpretation, that is substituted, the seed that is scattered is much less abundant, and the wastefulness is minimized. The author accomplishes this by focusing on human morality.
As a result, he shifts responsibility to us.  No longer is God indiscriminately and wastefully throwing seeds everywhere.  Matthew’s interpretation says, if we don’t make the soil fertile – by living a moral life – we are responsible.  We are the cause of the seeds not growing.  We are responsible for the waste.  And we are subject to condemnation.  The shift is dramatic.  We move from God’s infinite abundance and freedom to give unconditionally, to our limited scarcity.
When I was in my early teens, my parents decided to strip our house of its asphalt shingles and re-shingle with cedar.  I was enlisted to paint the shingles.  As I began this task, I recall my Dad saying something that I rarely heard him say.  ‘Put the paint on thick, and don’t worry about running out of paint.  If we need more, we will get more.’
It took several moments for me to process what I had just heard.  My mind rebelled.  I must not have heard correctly.  How could I reconcile, ‘Turn off that light.  We don’t own the electric company.’ with ‘Be extravagant with the paint and don’t worry about running out, we’ll get more’?  It was a contradiction that I carried with me, and became ingrained each time I found myself instinctively trying to stretch the paint.
Prayer is our method to practice slopping on the paint without regard to waste or having the concern that we will run out.  There is always infinitely more God.  Making that shift (and it usually takes years of practice) frees us to love as God loves.  It opens us when everything screams at us to close and protect.  It helps us get past the anxiety and guilt that arise within us unbidden.  It undermines the emphasis that religion often puts on human morality – and its purity codes – while de-emphasizing love.  It calms the fear of not having enough by showing us that the more love we give away the greater the reservoir we have.
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