30th Sunday Ordinary Time (C) 


10/23/2016

I recently saw the movie, Sully, which tells the story of Captain Chesley Sullenberger, who successfully lands a passenger airplane on the Hudson River some years back.  Acclaimed as a hero, Sully struggles internally that he made the only choice available to him.


His struggle intensifies as computer program tests clearly indicate that he had time to safely land at an airport.  He questions and second guesses himself.  Something doesn’t fit and it gnaws at him.

The missing piece, ironically, is his primary concern: people.  He agonizes while waiting to hear if all 155 people on the airplane are safe.  He is tortured with nightmares that the airplane didn’t land safely in the Hudson, but crashed into a building.  It is his willingness to struggle with the possibility that he did make a mistake that eventually frees him to see that people are human and not computers.  We don’t make immediate decisions.  It takes us time to process and come to a decision.

It is the time that it takes to arrive at a decision that eliminates the possibility of the airplane reaching an airport safely.  Once the human element is programmed into the computer simulations (35 seconds), it is clear that the human pilot made the only choice available to him.
The human element is both our weakness and our strength.  It helps us be compassionate.  It connects us with other people.  It leaves space within us to be free to receive God’s help.  When we forget that we are human, we strive to live only in our strength, and we separate ourselves from other people.  We act as though we are self-sufficient.

The Pharisee in our Gospel story from Luke is a good example.  We hear: The Pharisee took up his position and spoke this prayer to himself, ‘O God, I thank you that I am not like the rest of humanity – greedy, dishonest, adulterous – or even like this tax collector.  I fast twice a week, and I pay tithes on my whole income.’
He has no space available for anyone else… including God!  He clearly doesn’t need help from anyone else, or God. He sets himself apart and is blinded by his success.  There is no space to be human.  He is perfection.  Less we condemn him, it is important for us to see that this approach has been passed onto him.  He has learned it from others.  He has been caught up in the fallacy that success must defeat failure, and failure is not an option.

As long as we are successful this approach works for us.  When we fail however, and struggle with our failure, then an alternative approach becomes viable.

The alternative offered in the Gospel is the tax collector who stood off at a distance and would not even raise his eyes to heaven but beat his breast and prayed, ‘O God, be merciful to me a sinner.’  The focus of the tax collector isn’t on himself, but rather on God’s mercy, God’s help.  He is open and has space available to receive help.


God continually offers mercy.  We sometimes have difficulty receiving it because we are too busy attempting to be perfect rather than allowing God to help us in our humanity.
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