25th Sunday Ordinary Time (A)


09/20/2020
Many years ago a friend mentioned that she enjoyed walking with her husband, except for one thing: he felt the need to compete and compare.  He would count his steps to make sure that he had more than her.  He would – as they came to the end of their walk – increase his pace so that he could finish before her.  It is a silly example, but it captures today’s Gospel story from Matthew.

We naturally create a small world for ourselves based on competition and comparison and then project this smallness onto God.  So, when we hear Jesus using the example that he does in today’s Gospel, we either don’t hear it or we become angry.  We say, ‘It isn’t fair that those who worked only an hour or two should get an equal share of money as those who worked all day!’  That is, we identify with those in the story who feel cheated.

Jesus’ experience of God leads him to move beyond the narrow boundaries created by his culture and religion, with its hierarchy, exclusivism, and dogmatic laws, where everything is base on merit.  Jesus resists any attempt to limit God.  He refuses to accept the cultural understanding that the nuclear family, for example, excludes others.  He dismantles the accepted belief that his religion (Judaism) has a greater claim on God, and that men (especially religious men) deserve better treatment than the marginalized, women, the sick, and Gentiles.  He gives no credence that the Roman government, with their wealth and military might, has the right to enforce their rules to keep order.  He wisely sees that there are some positive aspects to many of these realities, but they are too small, limiting, prejudicial, and divisive.  The God that Jesus experiences is infinitely open and accepting and all-inclusive.  His image of God has no limits or boundaries, expectations or requirements.  His God continually searches and carries back any who stray.

This is a different kind of greatness than the greatness that is being proclaimed today. The greatness being touted today is exclusive, prejudice, and racist. It is manifested in the demand that one issue outweighs a multitude of issues.  God, however, excludes no one, Jesus says. God condemns no one. God doesn’t favor one group of people more than another group of people. God, Jesus tells us repeatedly, searches for anyone who feels excluded and inclusively celebrates with them.
All of us are influenced by the small world that our culture, politics, and religion impress upon us.  We place limits on everything.  Some of this is necessary, much of it is not necessary.  God invites us to find ways to accept God’s invitation to expand the world in which we live.  God invites us to be more inclusive by experiencing God including us.  We can’t ever reach or attain God; we can only discover a surprising experience of God gazing at us with love.
Comparison and competition, hierarchy and exclusion are tools of our small world.  There they are needed.  They are not needed, Jesus shows us, in the infinite world of God where the atmosphere is love instead of fear.
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