23rd Sunday Ordinary Time (A)


09/06/2020
I was at a funeral some years back and listened with sadness as the homily was about the deceased’s (and our) unworthiness to be embraced by God.  There is a need, the homily indicated, for us to be purified first.  It reminded me of a time when I was young.  I was playing and in the enjoyment of playing was covered head to toe in dirt.  When I came in the house, someone who was visiting commented that I was so dirty that I was untouchable.  I often thought about that statement whenever I discovered that my hands and face had dirt on them.

I made the same connection when we were instructed that our souls are like milk bottles.  When we are first created by God, the bottle is spotless.  Soon (even before we are born!), however, dirt spots begin to appear.  Only when these dirt spots are removed (by baptism, confession, and finally, purgatory), the teaching continued, are we somewhat worthy be admitted into God’s presence where we can then serve God by praising God.  (There was never any talk about God embracing us with love.) 
This perspective isn’t new, and it isn’t entirely bad.  Good hygiene can help us stay healthy.  Living in a small world in which most things are predictable and clearly delineated provides an atmosphere in which we can grow and develop.  Eventually, however, we outgrow this small world or we shrink and become small people.

The prophet, Ezekiel, like all the Jewish prophets, including Jesus, is totally immersed in Judaism and critical of his religion at the same time.  He – like Jesus – repeatedly attempts to help the religious leaders (in particular) to recognize that their world is too small and they are too small as a result, but his words go unheeded.

The path of order, disorder, and reorder happens naturally.  Israel would never have continued as a political power.  They would almost always be overpowered and subjugated by a stronger political power.  Ezekiel (and the other prophets) use this reality in an effort to help people release their need for order (and their small and controllable world), move into disorder (and the dismantling of their small world), and to open to reorder (and the expanding of their worlds to include others).
The teaching of Jesus and his acceptance of the marginalized, women, and the sick, is thought to be blaspheming by many of the religious leaders.  Human nature, once we have entered reorder, always makes us want to cling and exclude, and our world returns to being small.    Jesus counteracts this tendency by proclaiming and living God dwelling with us, God relating with all of creation.  Even if we don’t think his teaching is blaspheme, we tend to interpret his message as, God dwells only with people who are deemed pure by us or by some authority.  Jesus doesn’t make this distinction.  He says, ‘God relates with us because this who God is.’  He says further, ‘God creates us in love, which always expands to include others.’  
Jesus offers us an example.  When he is arrested, found guilty of blaspheme and sedition, and crucified, he doesn’t blame or seek to shame.  As he is dragged into the painful world of disorder, he releases (with difficulty) the orderly world that he knew and enjoyed.  Finally, he enters reorder when God raises him from the dead.  It is a pattern that is active in each of our lives.
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