29th Sunday Ordinary Time (B)


10/17/2021

A priest begins his homily one Sunday morning, ‘Everyone who wants to go to Heaven, stand up.’

Everyone stands.  After the congregation sits again, he directs, ‘Now, everyone who wants to go to Hell, stand up.’

A pause follows.  Just as the priest is about to continue with his homily he notices a singular figure standing.  Taken aback, he questions the person, ‘Did you hear what I said?  Why in God's name are you standing?’

In reply, the person says to the priest, ‘I didn't want you to be standing all alone, Father.’

That is a compassionate person!

Our fear for survival implants a desire for power.  Darwin calls this desire survival of the fittest.  Through the years, our desire to provide for those who have no power balances our desire for power.  The Book of Leviticus, Deuteronomy, some of the prophets, and Jesus, for example, admonish us to provide for those without power.  Then, Jesus goes further.  He instructs his disciples to identify with the powerless.  He knows that it is very easy to lose the balance.

The balance almost completely disappears when the dominant teaching of society and religion focuses on individualism.  The Age of Enlightenment (in culture and in religion) emphasizes (almost exclusively) the individual. Jesus and ME or individual salvation, and what is in it for me or my rights become our motivation in religion and culture, and Christ (or the universality of God) is forgotten.


In Roman Catholicism, the sacraments begin to outweigh everything else and some clerics use this emphasis as their means of power over or dominance. A return to a balance happens with the Second Vatican Council, but it is short-lived. The desire for power is too great without an ongoing and personal awareness that God loves ME uniquely, and the balancing awareness that God uniquely loves everyone and all of creation EQUALLY. From this perspective, community, open and honest relationships, and concern for my neighbor balances the emphasis upon individual salvation and my rights.

Unfortunately, all of the atonement theories (that tell us that Jesus died to appease God so that God would not punish us), distract us, and lead us to focus on individual rather than communal salvation.  Atonement theories emphasize a business transaction in which Jesus pays a price to purchase merit for us.  Love and relationship are nowhere present in this transaction.


Compassion (or being with) is the fruit of knowing love embracing us.  Often, healing needs to happen within us for us to know love embracing us.  Our recognized need and experience of healing generates compassion for others who also need healing.  This is one reason why we emphasize the crucifixion.  God, from compassion’s point-of-view, continues to love us even after we crucify God.
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