16th Sunday Ordinary Time (B)


07/18/2021
A priest receives a call to visit a dying parishioner.  He knows that the man is a notorious criminal who lives his life without concern for his neighbor.  When the priest arrives, he is somewhat surprised to see the dying man frantically turning the pages of a Bible.  Supposing he can be of help, he asks, ‘What are you searching for?’
The dying man coldly replies, ‘Loopholes.’
I have been thinking recently about how easy it is for us to miss the plank in our eye while declaring that we can remove the splinter in the eyes of others.  Accusations come easily, especially on hot topics (e.g. sex, abortion and sexual orientation), but we often are blind to the real evil lurking within ourselves.  That is, our blindness that leads us to believe that we can mistreat, cheat and lack concern for others, and still find loopholes.
The Letter to the Ephesians tries to help us see that God’s love always flows through us.  We can, however, resist (knowingly or unknowingly) and prevent the building of bridges.  Accusations that come too readily promote blindness and encourage evil (extracting from others to enrich ourselves) festers in ourselves unchecked.  Pope Francis offers us an example of God’s love flowing without resistance.  When queried about gay people, he responded, ‘Who am I to judge?’
Our Gospel from Mark offers us a path to follow, compassion.  God, Jesus insists, is not a tyrant who extracts from us to enrich God’s self and then judges us arbitrarily.  Nor is God homophobic.  Rather, Jesus teaches, God is a community in which indiscriminate love flows freely and uninterruptedly in and through all who God creates.
The prophet, Jeremiah, recognizes the divide between the ruling class (many of whom look for loopholes) and everyone else.  He pointedly and plainly explains that the ruling class extract and oppress.  They have no concern or compassion for others.  They are not modeling God.

The disciples of Jesus struggle to see the ways in which culture and religion overly influenced them.  They lack concern for others.  They question the sanity of Jesus when compassion (concern for others) draws out from him a willingness to share compassion with and for others.  They are exasperated when he wants to feed those who are listening to him (in next week’s Gospel story) when their resources (what they have in reserve) are limited.  On both occasions, Jesus evokes concern for neighbors and abundance flows.
Jesus includes sacramental moments (that is, occasions in which we see the actions of God acted out) in community, or a concern for each other.  The temptation that we face is to focus on Sacraments and use them as loopholes, so that we can justify our lack of concern for each other.
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