SPIRITUAL LIFE

Twenty-Third Sunday in Ordinary Time

It was a mob scene, the gospel tells us.
“Great crowds were traveling with Jesus,” pressing upon him.

Friends . . . if you’re been following the thread of Luke’s gos-
pel these summer months you may have noticed that a kind of
momentum is building, and the crowds following Jesus have
been growing. For weeks we’ve heard Jesus gather his disci-
ples . ..., He’s taught about the importance of prayer . . . and
of keeping the Great Commandment. He’s called them to a
standard of holiness that surpasses that of the Pharisees.

And, as we heard last week, many of the poor, the crippled,
the lame and the blind, those who have felt the healing touch
of Christ are running after him as heads toward Jerusalem, and
begging the disciples to give them a place at the table. Some
in the growing crowd are taking sweet delight in how Jesus is
challenging the religious authorities of his day. Others are
hoping he is the political figure who will finally send the Ro-
man occupiers packing. There are more than a few mixed mo-
tives for following Jesus. It is something of a mob scene as we
catch up with Jesus today. So Jesus turns toward this great
crowd and speaks sharp , exaggerated words, hyperbolic
words, anything to grab their attention: “If you come to me
without hating your father and mother . . . “If you do not re-
nounce all your possessions, you cannot be my disciple.”

Friends, these are words that should also grab us, and chal-
lenge us (like those following Jesus) to think about what we
are doing with our lives, as we run after Jesus. And I’d also
like to suggest, as pastor, this is a fruitful gospel to begin a
new reflection on our mission, as we begin our second century
together here at St. Joe’s.

In many ways, we’ve reached our Centennial as part of a
“great crowd,” the “mob” of diverse Christians that has made
the United States one of the most church-going, religiously
observant nations in the world. To adapt the gospel images . . .
We’ve calculated the costs and raised the funds to build
schools and churches, hospitals and college campuses, out-
reach centers for the poor. Our parish, like many American
congregations, has multiplied programs over the years to try
and meet the needs of people from cradle to grave. But in the
face of such material success, Jesus says, we must continually
ask ourselves what our priorities are. When we are so busy
about so many good things, we need to pause, and remember
that anything wise we may have accomplished along the way
is not from us, but from God . . . God, whose holy spirit comes
to us from on high. And real discipleship, any lasting accom-
plishment, Jesus says, begins with renunciation, with simplifi-
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cation of life, even a letting-go of long-standing relationships
if these are covering-up our thirst for God.

This challenging gospel ahs practical implications for us as we
being the new school year, in our new century. One of the
things that has surprised me, after several years here at St.
Joe's, is just how busy so many of us are. And because of this
busy-ness, for a parish of our size, we have a surprisingly dif-
ficult time getting enough volunteers to help run the various
programs families are interested in. What I’d like to invite this
weekend, in the spirit of this gospel, is for all of us to re-
evaluate our priorities, in order to give some of our time, our
gifts, to the parish. Are we willing to relinquish, to let go of
something in our life, to make space for a little discipleship
work at the parish?

Challenging as this can be, I’ve been inspired in the past cou-
ple weeks talking to two families with young children who
have decided to simplify. These families have decided that the
kids will do one activity this fall, not several, so that there will
be other time free . . . to play, to have dinner as a family a few
nights per week, time to come as a family to church on Sun-
days. I actually believe such a choice is radically true to to-
day’s gospel, in a mob culture that is over-busy, multi-tasking,
head-spinning with activity.

So friends, if you’d like to sing or play an instrument in one of
our choirs, but are just too busy . . . If you love to be with
community elders but feel you don’t have the time . . . If you
care about passing the faith to our children but are stressed
when you look at your calendar . . . If you feel something like
this . . . can you imagine Jesus inviting, “Is there something
you can let go of the year, To live more deeply the call to dis-
cipleship here at St. Joe’s?”

Today’s gospel suggests that such a change would not simply
be a nice thing. For Jesus longs for us to hear this voice, cut-
ting through the maddening crowds in our culture, rising
above all the competing voices in our society. Christ is quite
direct and wants to awaken us again to the necessity of chang-
ing some of our relationships, and of letting-go of all the we
cling to if we are to be counted among his disciples. None of
our activity, none of our fundraising and plans this year will
help us unless we first re-orient ourselves toward Christ, and
become willing to expend our time and resources not on our-
selves, but on the God whose love for us surpasses all we can
imagine.

So friends, let us help on another in the days to ahead step
aside from the mob, and let go of what holds us back, and fol-
low Christ on the path of true discipleship.

READINGS OF THE WEEK

Wisdom 9:13-19

Philemon 1:9-17

Luke 14:25-33
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