6th Sunday Ordinary Time (A) 
    
02/12/2017
Robin Williams starred in the 1989 film, The Dead Poets Society.  It is a story about a teacher who comes to a private school and offers the students a different approach to poetry.  The students, before his arrival, had been taught a very dry and cerebral view of poetry that emphasized the necessary rules for good poems to be written.

Williams tells the students the very first day in class to rip out the introduction in their text book.  He then takes them on a journey that opens for them a whole new world in which the poems come alive.  The teacher, like Jesus in today’s Gospel from Matthew, says ‘You have heard it said… but I say….’
This is a very dangerous way to live.  It is also the only way in which we can enter fully into life.  The teacher in the film is fired from his position but not before many of the students catch fire.  Jesus is arrested for being a blasphemer and crucified but not before many of his disciples also catch fire.
Religion (like academics) can easily come under the spell of rehearsing what has been said without our questioning or wondering.  This, essentially, makes religion impersonal and the tendency is to minimize everything.  One example of impersonalized and minimized religion is to focus on individual sins.

Jesus acknowledges what the ancestors say and then turns his attention to the cause behind what they say.  He says that by focusing only on what they say we fail to see where we need healing… something only God can effect, but often uses us as instruments through which God’s love flows.
When we focus on what the ancestors say (e.g. dogma and doctrine) – Jesus points out – we are attempting to make control the priority of our life.  Our vision narrows until we can only see what we want and value; and we lose the ability to be open to new possibilities.  Those who see Jesus as a blasphemer cannot receive the encouragement that he offers to experience God and life as something more.  Rather, they feel the need to condemn him because they can’t control him.

 Attempting to control ourselves and others usually goes unnoticed by us.  Yet, it can lead to parents, for example, being divided from their children.  It can result in religion turning away people from what God desires to give.  It can cause us to live superficially and to condemn anyone (including ourselves) who dares to question what authorities demand is true.

The way of life that Jesus encourages does not exclude what has been passed onto us.  He sees it as a starting point rather than an ending point.  He encourages us to question, wonder and enter into a dialogue with what has been passed onto us.  It is a dangerous way to live… and it opens to us an experience of life in which God can be encountered.
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