23rd Sunday Ordinary Time (A)


09/10/2017
One day a man who has had too much to drink decides to go ice fishing.  He gathers his gear and finds a big patch of ice.  He heads into the center of the ice and begins to chop a hole.  All of a sudden a loud booming voice comes out of the sky.  ‘You will find no fish under the ice.’
The inebriated man looks around, but sees no one. So he starts chopping again.  Once more the voice speaks, ‘As I said before, there are no fish under the ice.’
The man looks all around, high and low, but can't see a single soul.  So, he tries one more time to chop.  However, before he can start, the huge voice interrupts, ‘I have warned you three times now.  There are no fish under the ice!’
Now the man is really flustered and scared, so he asks aloud, ‘Are you God?’
‘No,’ the voice replies, ‘I am the manager of this ice rink.’

It isn’t only alcohol that can cause us to mistake one thing for another.  A friend of mine sometimes jokes that when she shops people often mistake her as a store employee, and ask the location of particular items that they are seeking.  We can as easily mistake the intent of our first reading from Ezekiel and the Gospel story from Matthew.

It is easy to understand both passages to mean that we are to take the moral high ground.  That is, as the one who is superior because we have not sinned (the other person has sinned) or as the one sinned against.  Apparently, this way of understanding ourselves isn’t new to us.  It seems to be a human trait.

God, however, invites us to first experience and accept that we are loved.  When this experience comes first, then our conversations with others are between equals, and our words are not judgmental or condemning.  Rather, our words are compassionate and loving.


Many of us, I suspect, have encountered people who have a way of inviting us into learning.  Their words are encouraging.  They instruct by drawing out what we know and then adding to this knowledge by connecting what we know what is new.  Then there are others who transmit with their instructions a sense that we are stupid because we don’t already know what they know.  The end results are often quite different.


The prophet, Ezekiel, receives the commission to help Israel see the way in which they are refusing to accept or are missing God’s love for them.  (This is the Scriptural understanding of the word sin.)  This, of course, is a difficult message for Israel to hear because they are in exile and feel like they are failures condemned by God.

The church, for whom Matthew’s Gospel is written, is also feeling somewhat in exile.  The local synagogues are no available to them as a mandatory prayer (that condemns followers of Jesus) is require to be said before the beginning of each service.  As often happens when we feel judged and condemned, we in turn judge and condemn those who we feel are judging and condemning us.


The original teaching of Jesus, however, is not about feeling superior; is not about judging and condemning; rather, Jesus is teaching us to invite each other – as equals – to learn from each other.  It is this interaction as loving equals that opens us to accepting the invitation from God to receive a love that frees us to relate with ourselves and others as God relates with us.
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