22nd Sunday Ordinary Time (A)


09/03/2017
One Sunday morning, Father Scott notices Johnny is staring up at a large plaque that hangs in the foyer of the church.  It is covered with names and small American flags are mounted on either side of it.  The seven-year old had been staring at the plaque for some time, so Father Scott walks up, stands beside the boy, and says quietly, ‘Good morning, Johnny.’ 

‘Good morning, Father,’ replies the young boy, still focused on the plaque. Then Johnny asks, ‘Father Scott, what is this?’ 

‘Well, Johnny it's a memorial to all the young men and women who died while serving.’ 

Soberly, they stand together, staring at the large plaque.  Johnny's voice is barely audible when he asks, ‘Which Mass, the 8:00 or the 10:00?’
It is reasonable for us not to want to be in pain or suffer.  Peter’s reaction to what he hears Jesus saying regarding the pain and suffering that he is facing, therefore, is reasonable and understandable.  See from this perspective, the reaction of Jesus to Peter’s reaction is – in some ways –baffling: ‘Get behind me, Satan!  You are an obstacle to me.  You are thinking not as God does, but as human beings do.’
We might get the impression that Jesus feels the need to experience pain and suffer.  This fits very well with atonement theology that is so prevalent in our religion.  Atonement theology tells us that sacrifice, suffering and pain are necessary for us to get what we want.  Jesus – I suspect – means something else.  
Pain and suffering are a part of most people’s lives.  The pain and suffering to which Jesus refers, however, happens not to atone for something bad that we have done.  Rather, the pain and suffering of which Jesus speaks are senseless violence.  When we accept that we are loved (by God and/or others), we are prevented from retaliating.  Love takes us in a direction that we do not want to go.  Love isn’t something we choose; love chooses us and prevents us from seeking revenge.

Enduring pain and suffering in order to atone for something bad – even if we don’t like it – makes sense to us.  We can justify it.  We tend to think that we will be rewarded for our heroic sacrifice.  We can feel justified thinking that God will do something horrible to those who have caused us pain and suffering because they are evil and deserve it.  When we begin to accept that we are loved, we don’t feel as great of a need to attempt to make sense or justify senseless pain and suffering.
It is to senseless pain and suffering that Jeremiah refers in our first reading.  It is to senseless pain and suffering that Jesus refers in our Gospel story from Matthew.  Redemption and resurrection comes to Jeremiah and Jesus not as a rewarded for their pain and suffering; rather, they happen because redemption and resurrection are who God is.  This is the good news that the Scriptures – in general – and the Gospels – in particular – proclaim.
Salvation has nothing to do with us and it has everything to do with us.  It is God who brings about our salvation because it is who God is.  We accept salvation because to accept salvation is who God creates us to be.
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