Homily for 31st Ordinary A

November 5, 2017

Dear Friends, I can’t help but think that today’s readings give us food for thought about what it means to be good pastoral leaders, to be good disciples of Jesus, or even just good citizens of the Kindom of God.
In our first reading, the prophet Malachi observes the behavior of the priests of the Temple in his day, and he denounces them for turning away from the spirit of the Law, -  and in doing so, even causing others to go astray. Malachi finds the worship over which these priests preside to be hypocritical because they show partiality to those who are rich and can support their lavish lifestyle. They lack honesty and integrity in their dealings, even with their own wives and children. These behaviors, I might observe, are not very different from those which we are able to observe in some of our own religious and political leaders today. This kind of leadership fails the people, Malachi points out. It is self-serving and it is destructive of the community.
The psalmist reinforces this critique concerning lack of integrity, warning that we (the leaders and the People of God) must avoid at all costs in our relationships self-aggrandizement and lofty ambition. Rather, we must depend on God for our own security, and for the power to do what God asks of us: and that is, to serve humbly, and to teach others to serve.

We see another side of this same message concerning leadership in the passage from I Thessalonians, which shows us a Christ-inspired model of leadership and service. It depicts Paul and Barnabas, missionaries and preachers of the gospel - sharing not only the Good News, but indeed their very lives as well with the Thessalonians. They live alongside the people they serve. They serve selflessly, and are filled with gratitude to God for the reception they have received there; and also, they are grateful for the fact that the lives of the people have been changed by what they have heard and by Paul and Barnabas’ own example of how to live!
And clearly, in the Gospel pericope from Matthew, Jesus – not unlike Malachi – decries the hypocrisy of the Jewish leaders of his own time - who teach the Law to the people but do not observe the heart and spirit of the Law – which is compassion - themselves. They lay burdens on others which they do nothing to alleviate. They seek honors and deference, and everything they do is for show. Jesus draws a stark comparison between their behavior and the spirit of the Law, exhorting his disciples to do just the opposite, stating that the greatest among them will be those who serve the rest. Those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.
We hear consistently in all of these passages several intertwining themes:

Power-seeking is self-delusional and also harmful to others. A person’s conduct must cohere with his or her proclaimed values and loyalties. Failing that, there is a split in one’s inner life –there follows a sinking into inauthenticity, and a loss of integrity. It is hypocritical to claim to honor God when one is actually seeking status and the admiration of others (e.g. clinging to public shows of piety rather than seeking a deep, honest and contemplative inner relationship with God that prepares one for being at the service of others). Yes, Matthew’s Jesus seems to be making a case that says that prayer and worship that does not spring from total dependence on God is in fact a form of idolatry!
In this passage, Matthew is speaking frankly to his Jewish-Christian community: attempting to demonstrate for them the reality that their unity/their oneness in Christ is entirely based on their acceptance of the law of love – which requires them to be people of integrity, of honesty and of authenticity. Matthew is making the connection clear between the heart of the Torah and Jesus’ law of love. These Jewish Christians must know and show by their actions that their worth is based, not on titles and honors and exclusive in-group memberships. Christian authenticity says that, like Paul, we can acknowledge the good that we do, while at the same time, attribute our ability to do the good work to God’s grace. Unlike the priests of the Temple, we must not focus on our own importance, seeking our own legacy as it were, but rather obey the law of love through building up and supporting the community. It is human to want to be valued and appreciated for doing good things. The key is to use our own sense of worth – a good thing in itself - in order to help others to feel a sense of worth as well. What we are given, we must pay forward!
The church of Jesus Christ is not a club!. Neither is our beloved country, by the way! The compassion of Christ requires that all must be welcome. The identifying mark of God’s People is love and mutual respect; it is mercy and forgiveness and mutual service. In a world not attuned to the Reign of God, “unity” is most often maintained by a system of domination - power over and subordination of the powerless. However, in the Reign of God, unity is based on relations of equality, mutuality and reciprocity. In the Reign of God, purity and piety are not bound up (as with the Pharisees of Jesus’ day) with strict and fastidious obedience to 613 laws or even to 1735 canons (as in the Roman Catholic Church of today). No, purity and piety have much more to do with intimacy and solidarity with real people and their burdens. In the Kindom, God’s intention is to liberate all people from self-obsession, and to invite them to an attentiveness to those around them. Jesus invites all of us to make the talk the same as the walk!
To conclude, I want to offer a hopeful example of how people in America are beginning to do just that. In a recent article in the Washington Post, liberal political commentator, E.J. Dionne commented that there exists great anxiety and concern on the part of community-minded Americans in the face of the mean-spiritedness of the current administration’s agenda; and what this has caused is a wave of activism, organizing and perhaps most importantly, a new engagement in public life by millions of Americans at all levels. Broad-based concerns for the good of the whole community have given life to myriad new forms of organization. There is more engagement in citizen actions. To a greater extent than ever before, progressive, issue-based advocacy groups are uniting behind a broad progressive agenda. Groups which formerly stuck to their own particular issues are putting aside separate agendas and are now coalescing around the bigger picture of what’s important to empower the most vulnerable. People of faith are standing up publicly. There are exponential increases, says Dionne, in the numbers of young people planning to run for offices, and to reach out to their peers who have tended to remain apathetic in the past. In short, great concern has elicited a new unity based on love, solidarity and mutual respect. This, I would suggest, is an example of what leadership looks like in the Kindom model. It is action based on contemplation and compassion.
Indeed: in the face of dysfunction and disconnection and self-absorption, the gospel calls us to stop, to be still, and to take stock of where we are, to listen actively to one another and to all those around us, and then to come together in order to act in love. It calls us to be our most authentic selves – to use our giftedness to magnify and appreciate the giftedness of others. We are called to (in that sense) put ourselves last in order to lead; to find ways to affirm and cherish and work alongside others for the good of the whole. This is Good News indeed! This is the way the law of love plays out – this is the ethic of the gospel which we are called by Jesus to put into action – today and every day.
