21st Sunday in Ordinary Time (B) 

08/23/2015
The oral stories about Joshua that are collected and put into written form show a definite inclination to the same theology used in the Book of Deuteronomy.  It is a theology that is generated because the Jewish Religion is disappearing into the cultural and religious beliefs of the Babylonian and Persian cultures.
Whenever we feel threatened, we tend to retreat to basics in order to survive.  Reality television provided us – though possibly more dramatically than in real life – modern day survivalists who isolate themselves with a very narrow life perspective which they are willing to defend with violence.
The Catholic Church has through the years also fallen into this survival mentality.  The Protestant Reformation and the Inquisition provide us with two examples of the slippery slope that a too narrow perspective provides for violence to become a way of life.  It is a way of life in which everything is all or nothing, and keeps us at a very low level of maturity.  Either we agree or we are enemies… and violence easily ignites.

Following Christ Jesus does require that we make a daily decision to follow him.  Any decision requires that we choose one thing instead of another.  This is the purpose and role of discipline.  It keeps before us the decision that we make often to the exclusion of all else.

Following of Christ Jesus, however, cannot end with discipline.  The exclusion that results from discipline causes us to be overly concerned with our selves.  We become self-centered rather than God-centered, and life devolves into legalism in which we can clearly determine what belongs to me, what belongs to others, and what belongs to God.

Following Christ Jesus, then, also requires that we practice willingness to receive as a gift the grace that is needed for us to follow him.  We practice living with God and others who are not separate entities, but with whom we are in union.  

Both discipline and union are necessary.  When we think that we not only have to make the decision but also will ourselves to follow the decision, our tendency is to think that we have to steal the necessary power, or demand that God give us what rightfully belongs to us.  God, in this scenario is viewed as either One who tries to prevent us from succeeding, or as One who is separate from us.  Guilt, failure, and punishment are the children of these two ways of thinking.

When we refuse to make a daily decision and also to practice receiving all as a gift which we share with God and God with us, we – unknowingly – are making a decision.  It is a decision that often leads us to blame God (and others) for everything.  Depression and despair are never far away.

A willingness to practice both (our daily deciding and practicing to receive all as a gift from God) takes our focus off of ourselves and onto God and others.  As we practice, we recognize that God is good, and begin to observe that we are practicing God’s goodness shared with others.  We begin experience that God is merciful, and we observe that gradually practicing sharing mercy becomes our way of life too.
Many of Jesus’ disciples find this way of life too difficult and return to their former way of life.  What about us?
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