16th Sunday Ordinary Time (A)


07/19/2020
I went through a period of time in which I read as many lives of the saints that I could find.  The hagiographies presented the saints in a generally accepted style.  The emphasis was on disciplining our minds and (especially) our bodies to achieve our goal: perfection.  This fit with my hierarchical understanding.

As a child and into my teens and twenties, I had a very strict human moral perspective.  Most times I operated from an either/or perspective.  Judgment and condemnation were never far away, and I was not immune to judging and condemning myself.  Life was all or nothing.

Today’s Gospel reading from Matthew was interpreted in a way that allowed me to fit it into my perspective.  I would bypass, ‘allow the weeds and wheat to grow together, and don’t attempt to uproot the weeds less the wheat be also uprooted’ and hear only, ‘the weeds will be judged, condemned, and burned come harvest time.’  Then, life happened, and my well-developed pursuit of perfection through discipline and purity codes, fell apart.

I began to see and experience that my faults and failings never went away no matter how much I applied myself.  I could no longer find excuses for times that I acted like an ass.  While this was happening, my Dad approached death.  I had, as an adult, learned to love my Dad, but as a child, I was mostly afraid of him.  That contradiction (that my Dad was both frightening and loveable) was captured in a dream that I had shortly before he died.

War and conflict were happening in the dream until I saw my Dad and he said, ‘All is well.’  The war and conflict ceased.  The next time I read today’s Gospel I was able to see and accept that the wheat and the weeds can coexist and thrive together.  Life isn’t an either/or situation, or all or nothing.  It isn’t about moral perfection or perfection of any kind.  Life is about our experiencing that we are loved.  When we experience that we are loved, our sins and failings continue to sadden us, but they also become doorways to compassion and openness, and create solidarity with others.  Only when we experience love can we know that we are wounded, and only then can we become a source of healing for others.
This experience eventually led me to realize that being of service to others – though helpful and usually good intentional – can also lead us to see ourselves as better than others that we are serving.  (We unconsciously say to ourselves, ‘We have enough to provide for your need.’)  We, in this way, can maintain a distance and superiority.  It is almost like looking through a pane of glass.  We can see the other.  We can feel as though we are connected with the other (because we can see them).  But we can never fully interact with the other… we are serving them in their need, and not in solidarity with a shared need.
Jesus rejects being of service (something the religious leaders promote) and lives in solidarity with the poor and the marginalized.  That is, he is poor and marginalized.  He is completely reliant (the Gospel of Luke tells us) upon the generosity of some women disciples.  Then he says something that we cannot wrap our minds around: ‘God is in solidarity with us!’
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