22nd Sunday Ordinary Time (B)


09/02/2018
A dad comes to a baseball game to see his son play.  He hasn’t been to a game in several weeks and is surprised to see his son – as he walks to the batter’s box – spitting, re-adjusting his cap, tugging on his shirt, making a cross, and several other actions.  Finally, his son settles into the batter’s box, but the actions repeat themselves after each pitch.
After the game the dad asks his son about all of the ritual actions.  His son looks at his dad with unbelief and says, ‘Dad, all ballplayers do those things so that they can be good players.’

‘Oh,’ replies his dad.

‘Yup,’ says the son, ‘if I keep doing all those things that real baseball players do, I am sure to finally hit the ball.’
What began (most probably) as an observation (that people more often became sick if they didn’t wash their hands before eating) becomes a ritual action (much like the washing of the priest’s hands that takes place during the Mass).  When the religious leaders observe that the disciples of Jesus are not keeping this ritual, they take offense.  Jesus uses the opportunity to get beyond the ritual to the real.

He refocuses their attention upon the way that people relate with each other.  Rituals can mask real growth and development (physical and spiritual) by helping us to feel artificially worthy (clean/pure) because we have fulfilled a ritual (such as the purifying of one’s hands).  Catholicism does something similar to our first reading from Deuteronomy by instructing us, for example, that God commands that fasting and sacrifice and discipline atone for sin and to make us worthy to receive the consecrated host.
Fasting and sacrificing and discipline can be helpful to us as we make our journey through this life.  They can serve as reminders to us that indeed we are loved by God and therefore free to be of service to others.  They can help empower us to live, in some circumstances, compassionately and lovingly.  The ritual – itself – however, has no magical power to transform us.  When we rely upon our devotions, fasts and disciplines, rituals and status, we unknowingly fail to love because we are blocked from knowing love.  We rely upon ourselves (our successes and status) instead of God.

Then, we are tricked into believing by fear that we must keep everything orderly and thereby protect our good name and the good name of the institution that we represent.  Lies and information withheld are easily justified.  Accountability is avoided.  Pius rituals are substituted.  We have zero tolerance for anyone that appears messy.  We use words like transparent, but really mean external appearances: devotions and rituals.  All is kept impersonal and on a business level.  Relating is much more orderly, efficient and controllable on that level.
This approach also created a blind spot that many of our church leaders experienced.  Then, to compensate, our church leaders went to the other extreme of zero tolerance.  Extremes are the approach most commonly used today by many involved in the abusive activity of some of my brother priests and bishops.  Extremes are also involved in those who are reacting to the uncovering of abuses hidden.
It is experiencing love in our lives that has the power to transform us, not rituals or extremes.  Love, however, is messy, uncontrollable, and requires honesty and trust.  Love, then, is something that happens to us, not something that we can attain by power, status, or merit.  Love patiently waits for our system to fail, and then fills the void left by our failures.  When love is experienced, we are surprised that we are no longer driven by fear to protect our good name, or the good name of the institution that we represent, or the good name of God.  We are surprised that we are more willing to be open to the messiness of loving relationships.  AND we hurt, possibly for the first time, with those who have been hurt.  Only in this way can healing happen.
I am open to honest conversation on this topic with anyone.
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