Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Preparation for the Second Coming First Sunday of Advent/C December 3, 2000
7:00 a.m.
Jer 33:14-16; 1 Thes 3:12—4:1-2; Lk 21:25-28, 34-36

Advent is a time of expectation; Advent is a time of preparation, but really not for
Christmas! That is not the liturgical preparation of which we speak. We’re preparing
for the end: the end of the world, the end of God’s work in the world, and our own
end. Another way of putting this is There is an unfinished agenda that is three-fold: the
unfinished work of God in the creation and redemption, our own unfinished lives still
growing, and the unfinished work of bringing human society into the kingdom of God.
One of the meanings of Baptism in the early Church was preparation for the
coming of the Messiah and the messianic age: a new birth, a new life, a new heaven,
and a new earth. God promises us all of these. Although we do what we can do, it is
really the Lord who “makes us increase and abound in love,” to use the words of St.
Paul’s Letter to the Thessalonians read this morning.
In our Church we do not grudgingly admit our weaknesses or our dependence upon
God. We celebrate it. This, of course, is countercultural. We live in a world and a time
where independence is one of the greatest values that people believe in. If you think of it,
independence is the motive for all kinds of awful crimes. But in our faith we
acknowledge our dependence and we celebrate it—our dependence upon God—not on
fate, not on the impersonal laws of the creation, nor any kind of arbitrary whim of
another, but our dependence upon a God who is Father whose love knows no bounds,
whose love gathers us together, whose own nature is poured out in becoming one of us—
the gift of his Son—and who abides among us and with us and within us in the Spirit.
This God, who is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, makes a personal and effective
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connection with us in the sacrament of Baptism; and we, in turn, place our trust in
him.
We acknowledge God as Father, meaning the source of all that has ever been. We
acknowledge God in Christ as the one who shall come and to whom the future belongs.
And we acknowledge God in the Spirit with us at this very moment, abiding with us
every day, truly our teacher, truly our guide, truly our comforter. And it is the Spirit
guiding us as Church and also as families and as individuals who leads us on to the
omega point, so to speak, the end point, the Z or the zed, of creation, time, and history:
the second coming of Christ.
There would be no better way to prepare ourselves for Advent, or to participate in
Advent, than to consider and reflect upon the meaning of our Baptism.
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Ever since the coming of the first prophets in the Old Testament, there has been a
strong future horizon for the word of God because the prophets did not have a static idea
of history but a dynamic one; and from their viewpoint history was not yet finished. The
early Church found itself totally within this prophetic tradition. And in the Church year
the season of Advent reminds us all of the unfinished agenda that lies before us. It’s
threefold: the unfinished work of God in the fulfillment of creation and redemption, our
own unfinished lives still growing, and the unfinished work of bringing human society
into the kingdom of God.
One of the ways in which Baptism was understood in the early Church was a
preparation for the fulfillment of all history in the messianic age. At Baptism we
celebrate not our doing or our agenda, but God’s doing, the power of God making us
holy—even though that may sound funny—and bringing us his peace and his power that
we may attain the fulfillment that is possible. We celebrate the beginning of that power
and that destiny in Baptism. We acknowledge God as Father, which means the beginning
of all things. We acknowledge that God sent his Son, who shall return at the end of time
and therefore the future of all things. And we acknowledge in God his Spirit abiding
among us and within us as teacher and Lord.
There would be no better way to prepare ourselves for Advent, or to participate in
Advent, than to consider and reflect upon the meaning of our Baptism.

Preparation—Baptism and Advent

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The Passing Nature of the Earth
First Week of Advent Monday, December 4,
2000 7:00 a.m. Is 2:1-5; Mt 8:5-11 (St. John of Damascus)

At the beginning of Advent it is helpful for us to again look at the meaning of this
season. The theme of Advent is, of course, the constant truth that we often forget, the
constant truth the liturgy of this time of year now focuses on, the passing nature of the
earth, of our earthy lives. Now though we might in our heads know this, just as we know
in our heads that we shall die someday, we do not live with an awareness of it. For
example, scientists will explain to us that eventually the sun will burn out; it will use up
all its fuel. And we can understand this in a sort of factual way, but it means nothing to
us because the time scale of the sun is so enormous in relation to us. We think of the sun
and we think of the moon and we think of the earth as permanent. But they are not.
If Christians and Jews really understood their own Scriptures, they would be
practicing Zen. Zen practice is all about becoming aware in a daily way of the passing,
transitory nature of everything, our bodies, yes, and our minds, our egos. Everything we
know is passing.
But what the prophets say, foretell, and proclaim is that what is permanent, what is
eternal, what is real, is coming to us. And what the Christian Scriptures proclaim is that
what is real now makes it possible for something imperishable to be born again in us, and
that this work and this process is something being done by the one who is eternal. What
we need to do is to get out of the way, so that God can continue what he has begun in us.

The Passing Nature of the Earth

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Our Cleverness?
First Week of Advent
Is 11:1-10; Lk 10:21-24

Tuesday, December 5, 2000 7:00 a.m.

This particular reading is a literary device Luke uses, at it were, catching Jesus at
prayer, listening to how he prays. But in this prayer of Jesus we see revealed something
that we need to notice, a distinction between learning, on the one hand, and receiving
revelation, on the other.
It’s very important as we grow that we learn all kinds of things about life. And as any
teacher can tell you, a self-motivated child is miles ahead of anyone else; that ultimately
it is desire, ambition, and talent that allows certain children to achieve success, attain
good grades and all kinds of, you might say, degrees or benefits.
But what Jesus is talking about here is that when it comes to God we don’t really learn
in that way. It is not our intelligence that is primary. It is not our ambition; it is not our
drive; it is not our cleverness. In fact in some ways all those qualities, which are so
important in the world, which give us an edge in the world, almost are an obstacle or can
be an obstacle in our relationship with God. Why? Because they’re all connected to the
self-will, the drive to put ourselves first, to achieve, to attain, to succeed, all of which in
the world is very good, very important; but with God it’s something quite different. With
God we learn only when God reveals himself to us, and he reveals himself to us in a very
personal way, the way that a father reveals himself to his son, so that we come to know
God the way a son comes to know a father or a daughter comes to know a father. It’s a
personal connection. It may or may not involve words. It is surely not the achievement
of the child. And this is what Jesus is getting at.
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And it’s something we often forget; it’s something theologians forget. It is sometimes
very disedifying to read the words of theologians, because they can argue on and on and
on and on about things that are completely irrelevant to God. And the work of theology
is supposed to be understanding God. Well, if the work of theology is understanding
God, then it has to start with a personal relationship to God, and can only be furthered by
the Holy Spirit.
Now, of course, if theology is to become truly useful as, you might say, a help in
bringing the gospel to the world and evangelizing the world, then, of course, it would be
very helpful if theologians were to integrate worldly knowledge, science and wisdom,
philosophy, and so on, with the revealed truth that comes from God. That would be a
great service to the world and to the Church. It’s not that theology has no place;
however, we have to keep in mind where it starts and where our own personal
understanding and knowledge of God starts. It’s in a personal relationship.
So it really doesn’t matter how intelligent, right, clever, or talented we are. Whatever
gifts we have are from God. But God’s love for us and his willingness to reveal himself
is quite independent of our own natural capacities and abilities. Further, the degree to
which we are able to gain from God rests really with ourselves and our willingness to be,
as Jesus puts it here, mere children, and learn in this mode of learning. And meditating
on this could be very helpful for all of us.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Culturally Selective Hearing of the Gospel
First Week of Advent Thursday,
December 7, 2000 7:00 a.m. Is 26:1-6; Mt 7:21, 24-27 (St. Ambrose)

Given the limitations of our human understanding, it’s very difficult for us to hear the
whole gospel all at once. We hear the gospel selectively. And I’m not speaking
necessarily merely about individuals in a sort of cafeteria style picking and choosing
what they like, but rather even culturally; and I’m using it in the rather broad sense of
cultural, religious upbringing. Every age has its own culture, and there are many
cultures. There’s a Catholic culture, and there’s a Catholic culture of the early twentyfirst century and the late twentieth. This is very different from the Catholic culture of the
early twentieth century or the late nineteenth century. So even within the Church we
have a culture and we have a way of thinking that has been influenced by many things.
But the whole gospel—it’s very hard to grasp!

Now when I was growing up we were still in a different culture from today, and often
people had a rather worried or anxious relationship with God. Today people still are
worried and anxious, but hardly ever about God! Being worried and anxious about God
meant that they were very concerned about perhaps they were going to offend God,
maybe something they did or didn’t do or said or didn’t say. And I think our culture, that
is the culture in which I grew up in the 50’s, was a culture of scrupulosity, which is
another way of saying that we had an idea of God in which God was scrupulous. God
scrupulously looked at every detail of a person’s life, examined everything, and was
easily put off, easily displeased! Now this cultural, that is religious cultural, view of God
gradually gave way. Of course, it has its problems. That view of God doesn’t ring true
with every aspect of the gospel--the compassionate father, for example, that Jesus is
always trying to reveal to us. That’s very different from a scrupulous God, so gradually
we were brought to perhaps a more compassionate, a more loving image of God.

But now as we are living in this more compassionate, loving image of God, now we
don’t hear too well today’s gospel, in which Jesus says, “None of those who cry out,
‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of God.” Now this is Jesus who told the story of the
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Prodigal Son. This is Jesus who told the story that God is like the father who can’t wait
for his wandering child to return home. But still he says, “None of those who cry out,
‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of God, but only the one who does the will of my
Father.” So we have to attune our ears in the beginning of the twenty-first century to this
aspect of the gospel which is very unpopular in modern religious culture, a God who
really does look at what a person does as opposed to what a person says.

So how valuable is religious speech? Well, toward God it has no value whatsoever.
God is not impressed with prayer. “Lord, Lord,” and we can hear people saying that all
the time, and professing their faith with their lips. And of course, St. Paul encourages
that. He says, “Confessing with your lips leads to salvation.” Sure—leads to it—
maybe—if there is follow-through, if there’s “doing the will of my Father.” This is
essential. And of course, doing the will of God is very different from following rules.
That’s not what he was talking about. He wasn’t talking about being a good scribe or a
good doctor of the law. That is not what he is talking about. He is talking about “doing
the will of my Father.”

And when it comes to “doing the will of my Father,” I do think another point of Jesus’
which we don’t like to think about is that we have to actually find out what that is, and no
one can just tell us. It cannot be reduced to generalities. We like generalities. But it’s
not good enough. “Doing the will of my Father” is very specific and very particular.
And it presupposes that we’re actually asking the question and seeking for an answer,
that we are therefore truly forming a conscience. And a conscience is not simply
knowledge of generalities. It’s specific. What does God want me to do? What is the
Father asking of me? “And anyone who hears these words and puts them into practice is
like the wise man who built his house on rock. And anyone who hears my words and
does not put them into practice is like the foolish man who built his house on sandy
ground.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Self-Esteem and True Humility Immaculate Conception of the Virgin Mary Friday,
December 8, 2000
6:30 a.m. Gn 3:9-15, 20; Eph 1:3-6, 11-12; Lk 1:26-38

This morning the liturgy takes us back to the Garden of Eden for an understanding of
our origins, the book of origins, the Book of Genesis. In that book there is the story of
the first sin. It’s an important story especially for today’s feast, the Immaculate
Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary.

The story of the first sin is the story of creation, intelligent creation, not being willing
to be merely creation. The story of sin is the story of human beings created in the image
and the likeness of God wanting to be God, in the words of Philippians, “grasping
equality with God.” The tree of which is spoken here is, of course, not a tree like you
have in your garden. It’s more like the tree symbolized on the arches of a medical
school. You’ve seen it, a tree surrounded by a snake. That’s a symbol of knowledge; and
this is a tree of knowledge as well, but not the knowledge of medicine, but the knowledge
of good and evil. And eating the fruit of that tree symbolizes the human desire and the
human willingness to take over the realm of judgment concerning what is good and what
is evil and what is right and what is wrong, as it were deciding for ourselves what shall be
good and deciding for ourselves what shall be evil, and thereby usurping the authority of
God, who is the Creator and who knows exactly what everything is and what it’s for and
how it will best serve his creative purpose.

Now we see that the result of sin in the garden, according to this story, is that Adam
and Eve feel frightened and they hide. They feel naked and defenseless and turn away
from God. That is the result of sin in our world, in ourselves. Now God does not allow
himself to be put off by this turn of events, but rather promises to send salvation. And
salvation comes through Christ who, again in the words of St. Paul, “does not deem
equality with God something to be grasped at.” That is, in himself, he reverses this
whole history of human choice.

Self-Esteem and True Humility

Now in order to prepare the way for Christ, God decided that Mary would share in the
salvation that Christ would win--ahead of time. Of course, for God there is no time: no
past, present, future; it’s very easy for Mary to share in the fruit of Christ’s work. Now
what is the result of this? Mary grew up sinless, therefore without delusions. Because
she had no delusion about herself, she was able to learn. She knew she had everything to
learn and nothing to teach, and she was therefore the first disciple. Being willing and
able to learn, she did; and she became obedient. She became a servant of the Lord.

And although she said very few things, one thing she did say—it’s recorded in
Scripture—she said, “All nations will call me blessed, for he who is mighty has done
great things for me.” That is the highest kind of self-esteem, and it has nothing to do with
pride or conceit—quite the opposite; it is a statement of pure humility because it isn’t
coming from delusion. She didn’t say I am mighty. She said, “He who is mighty has
done great things for me.” She knew who she was. Knowing who she was, she was able
to allow God to exalt her, and as such she is the model for ourselves. She attained the
greatest self-esteem without the slightest hint of pride.

Too often we try to find self-esteem by creating these delusions about ourselves. We
even teach this to children, that they should have delusions about themselves. This is not
God’s way. True humility, the truth itself, has nothing to hide from. We only hide from
God and from truth because of our own sinfulness, because of our own delusions. But
it’s through God’s grace that we can be truly exalted and live a life of true power and
grace.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
God’s Good Work Begun in Us and Our World Second Sunday of Advent/C
December 10, 2000 10:30 a.m. Bar 5:1-9; Phil 1:4-6, 8-11; Lk 3:1-6

“I am confident of this: that the one who began a good work in you will continue to
complete it until the day of Christ Jesus.”
This text is taken from our second reading this morning from St. Paul’s letter to the
Philippians; and he is pointing out that we are a good work, a good work of God,
although an unfinished one. Already God has brought about something that is good and
worthy and even admirable in each of us, and it is not humility to deny that. In fact the
Blessed Mother was very humble when she proclaimed, “All nations shall call me
blessed, for he who is mighty has done great things for me.” That’s humility; it
acknowledges the greatness that God has given us. And we need to acknowledge it in
humility because only when we see that God has already begun something very good in
us, will we be motivated to continue and to allow God to continue to bring us to
perfection. And there will be rough places! The completion of this good work belongs
to God; and it will take place in God’s good time, not according to any schedule of our
own. But God’s good work is done in the human family, which is made in the image and
likeness of God and therefore endowed with freedom. God’s work is done in the human
family not without our permission, cooperation, and consent.
Now what is true of ourselves as individuals is also true of our world; it is also a good
work, but very incomplete, very unfinished. The world as a whole, however, is far more
complex than any one individual. The changes needed in the world are far more
astounding than any changes needed in any of us individuals. Some Christians, while
holding up hope for themselves and other believers—at least those who believe as they
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do, hold out no hope for the world! They believe the world is lost. They believe the
world is hopeless. But this attitude belies the promises made by God through the
prophets.
Now it is clear through the words of the prophets that the world too will be saved,
restored, and brought to justice; but it will involve major changes like leveling
mountains, like filling valleys. But again Christ promised, “. . . if you have faith the
size of a mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there,’ and it
would move. Nothing will be impossible for you.” It is this power of faith that will
eventually change the face of the earth, ushering in the fulfillment of God’s purpose and
plan for the world: the fulfillment of the kingdom of God preached and proclaimed by
Jesus with total justice.
During the month of December the shortness of the daylight is a reminder to us, or can
remind us, that there is still a lot lacking in ourselves and in our world--if perhaps we
need to be reminded. There are indeed real mountains of injustice that block the
Second Coming of the Lord and the fulfillment of his kingdom. There are indeed real
mountains of hurt and misunderstanding that block the harmony and good feeling that
belong in our families. And yet we must remember Christ has already paid the price with
his own ultimate sacrifice for the total renewal and redemption of the world. And faith
in Christ is totally incompatible with any form of hopelessness; in fact, faith leads to
hope. As St. Paul says, “Hope is the first gift given to those who believe.” And it is the
gospel faith proclaimed in today’s reading according to Luke that ends: “All flesh shall
see the salvation of God.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Suffering from Paralysis
Second Week in Advent
Monday, December 11, 2000
8:30 a.m.
Is 35:1-10; Lk 5:17-26 (Pope Damasus I)

Today the evangelist presents Jesus as the master diagnostician. He can read thoughts
and answer them; moreover, he can read the troubles of the soul!
Now these men came bringing him a paralytic. Now lots of things can cause
paralysis. It could be an accident, a disease, or an injury, but Jesus says, “Your sins are
forgiven.” This is something we need to think about. What is behind it? Jesus himself
clearly does not believe that sickness or disease is the result of one’s own personal sins so
that they are actually punishments of God. In fact, he teaches against that teaching. So
it’s not about that; it’s something even deeper. Can we think about being paralyzed by a
lack of forgiveness? Can we think about being paralyzed by a lack of faith, being
paralyzed by a lack of hope or lack of love?
I think that is what this is about. So much does the human being need a vision,
something to strive for, so much does a human being need God, the true God, the God
who is love and who reconciles us in Christ, that without that, life is practically
impossible! I mean some subsistence is possible; people can keep going on and on, but it
isn’t really living. So I think it is possible that we can be paralyzed when our soul is
really deeply wounded, when we don’t feel forgiveness, when we don’t believe in
forgiveness, when we don’t believe that God is a loving God, when we don’t see faith as
response to God’s initiative, when we think that God is judgmental or that God is
demanding, or we think that faith is responding to the excessive requirements of the law,
then of course, I think we can become paralyzed, listless, unable to move, unable to grow,
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unable to really live in a true human sense. So Jesus brings this man forgiveness, and I
think we can assume without being too bold that that’s what he needed.
Now in contrast the evangelist presents us with the Pharisees. Of course, they’re very
devoted to God, but their image of God is very different from Jesus’. They’re not
overjoyed to see that here is someone who has been thrown on his back from paralysis,
but who is now raised up. No, because that offends their idea of God. And the fact that
Jesus says, “Your sins are forgiven,” that they call blasphemy. Well, why? Because
somehow in their mind there is no doubt, I’m sure, that God could or can forgive, but I
think that they doubted that God wanted to! That’s what this is signifying. The
Pharisees, who have been so much involved in law, of doubt that God is forgiving, not
that he could be, but that he is or wants to be forgiving! So when Jesus expresses this
utter faith that God is a loving God and that he is sure that this paralytic’s sins are
forgiven, that the Pharisees interpret as blasphemy! And I think the evangelist is bringing
us this story so that we might let it teach us perhaps what we’re really suffering from.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Evangelizing a Culture Our Lady of Guadalupe
8:30 a.m.
Zec 2:14-17; Lk 1:26-38

Tuesday, December 12, 2000

Today we celebrate the apparitions to Juan Diego of the Blessed Mother at Tepayac.

Now it’s very important that we distinguish between apparitions and claims of
apparitions. How do we distinguish? Jesus told us; we distinguish by the fruits. “By
their fruits you shall know them.” And it seems to me that it’s beyond doubt by the fruits
that there was truly a sacred event that took place at Tepayac. First of all, we know
something about the background, the arrival of the Spaniards. The Spaniards came into
Mexico. Actually it was a small group, but they overwhelmed--for various reasons, and
many of them psychological—they overwhelmed the people; and then they turned on
them and treated them shamefully. There were various churchmen who tried to work for
the benefit of the natives, but it was not too successful. And if it were merely the arrival
of the Spaniards with their missionaries, Latin America today would not be Catholic.
The seed of the faith in Latin America was planted by the apparition at Tepayac--it seems
to me--and I think almost everyone agrees. If there hadn’t been something there,
Christianity would never have grown--unless something else had happened--under the
force that was at work at that time. No!

Now the actual apparition was quite remarkable because there was really no message
except build a church. Now that, of course, could be interpreted in different ways. What
did Mary mean by build a church? Of course, the way it was interpreted was literally and
in terms of actually a building. Well, maybe that’s one level of meaning; but there are
other levels.

The remarkable thing about the apparition however is, of course, the garment itself.
Now I am not personally one who looks for all kinds of miracles especially of a material
nature, but that garment is remarkable! Made of a flimsy material that disintegrates
easily, it is still in good shape! Although an artist later on tried to adorn it with these
stupid looking spikes, which you see—he thought they looked like rays—and that’s paint.

Evangelizing a Culture

The rest of it has no paint. The face of the Blessed Mother is the face of an Indian
woman, and that is of course the power of the apparition, that Juan Diego saw, and what
he saw was recorded on his cloak, an Indian woman who said, “I am the mother of
Jesus.” We talk about evangelizing! No one could better evangelize the native people
than for Mary to appear as one of them and claim to be the Mother of Jesus and the
Mother of God. So this itself is so remarkable, we would have never thought of it; and
we didn’t think of it! And of course, the Church’s great problem has been not sticking
within the confines of Scripture because it soon left that when it became European. But it
stayed within the narrow confines of Europe and European thinking and European images
and so on. That they would never have thought of! Another sign to me that this is
definitely a miracle, something from God.

Also now according to what I have read, and it seems to be correct, another
remarkable thing about this garment is that in the eyeballs of the Blessed Mother there
actually is an upside down image of a man. Now this has only been determined in recent
years with very sophisticated spectroscopy and microscopy and whatever that is, and
that’s remarkable as well because who knew back then even if someone had tried to fake
it, who would have known that actually the retina sees things upside down. So whatever
it is it’s remarkable, and I think it’s an example of God truly embracing all people. And
Mary who bore Jesus in her womb physically continues to bear him culturally.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
What Kind of Person Am I Becoming?
Advent Reconciliation Service
Wednesday, December 13, 2000 7:30 p.m. Mi 6:1-4, 6-8; Lk 18:9-14

When we hear the stories that Jesus told it is very beneficial for us to try to put
ourselves at the scene, to imagine that we are the audience, and then to listen as if we
never heard the story before to see how it hits us.
The first thing we have to make sure of is that Jesus did not end up on the cross
because he told people what they wanted to hear. Jesus was a provocative person, and
what he told people sometimes stirred all kinds of controversy, and sometimes stirred all
kinds of oppositions, and sometimes it stirred probably all kinds of support and
sympathy. Well, one thing no one can fail to notice if one reads the entire four gospels is
that Jesus is always approaching our relation with God from a different angle. With him
there is no simple set of rules; there is no guidebook that can explain everything. Why?
Because what he is talking about is not doing something or performing some task. He is
talking about relating in a personal way with the Father, whom he actually calls, “Daddy,
Abba,” and tells his disciples likewise to pray to God in this way—Daddy. At the same
time Jesus does not approach our relationship with God as if it is something sugarcoated.
Abba is not a sugar daddy. The God that Jesus tries to get people to relate to is not
someone we simply go to in times of need. The Father who Jesus reveals to us is the only
one, the only one God, truly the Creator and maker of all things and of all of us. And
what Jesus implied constantly throughout his ministry is that this God, this one God, is a
stranger to us, even to us religious people, even to us who practice so well the law of
God.
And so he told the story of the Pharisee and the Publican. He was not trying to win
friends when he told this story, but he was trying to influence people, perhaps by
shocking them into seeing themselves in a new way. First of all, here is the Pharisee, a
good man, basically a good man, especially the way human beings evaluate goodness!
He does good things. He follows the rules, prays, tithes—that means he gives a very
substantial portion of his income to the use of the temple. What else does he do? Fasts
twice a week—that’s pretty hard! This man is dedicated! This man is committed! And
yet Jesus says, “He did not go home justified.” What’s he trying to say? This other man
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called the “publican,” or sometimes called the “tax collector”—well, what was a tax
collector? Well, here we’re talking about a people who are ruled by a foreign power; the
tax collector is working for the foreign power. So first of all, he is not a friend if he’s
working for the foreign power. Second of all, many of them, not all perhaps, many of
them were dishonest. And people assume they were all dishonest just as today people
assume all politicians are dishonest. That isn’t true. There are many dishonest
politicians; there are many honest politicians. We don’t know whether he was honest or
dishonest. What this story tells us is that he was profoundly aware—profoundly aware—
of who he was. And Jesus says, “He went home justified.”
And tonight we might look at ourselves, perhaps not so much about what we do or
don’t do, although that can be helpful and can be an indication of whether we’re on the
right path or not. But go beyond that to what kind of person am I? In the first case, the
case of the Pharisee, his good works although admirable didn’t make him justified
because in the modern way of talking it “went to his head.” It inflated him. It puffed him
up. It made him arrogant; it made him think he was better than others. Well, once you
think you are better than others, you have exalted yourself; and in the sight of God you’re
just full of air! That doesn’t mean your good works aren’t good, but it means you’re full
of air; and Jesus says, “He did not go home justified.”
The second person, apparently not a very good person, not yet, not at the time this
story is being told, but he’s on a path of truthfulness, he has no phoniness, no mind to
himself, he retires to a distant place in the temple, and he simply beats his breast, and he
says, “Lord, be merciful to me a sinner.” Externally his life is pretty empty; he doesn’t
have that much to be proud of, in fact nothing. But he sees this, and he invites God into
his emptiness. And Jesus says, “And that man went home justified.” That means right
with God.
Now if we are really going to come to the sacrament of reconciliation in a fruitful
way, I suggest we take some time to consider what kind of a person am I becoming?
We’re always becoming. We’re not finished—none of us. We’re always becoming.
Now what kind of person am I becoming? There are two major ways we can think of
this: number one is if I am becoming the kind of person who is primarily concerned about
myself, what I want, what I need, what pleases me, what suits me, what makes me feel
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good? In a sense we could say we’re all like that in our nature, or another way of saying
it is our nature has a tendency toward that kind of life. What Jesus is trying to teach us is
that if we follow that tendency, we’re going to be lost. We’re not going to be able to do
anything for God; our lives will be a waste; it will be pitiful. Honestly, is that the path
I’m on right now?
9 Whom do I really care about?
9 Do I care about my family?
9 Do I care about the parents who take care of me, provide for me?
9 Do I care about my sisters, brothers?
9 Do I really care about my adult sisters and brothers who don’t live anymore in my
house?
9 Do I make efforts to nurture that relationship that God gave us in our family?
9 What is my attitude toward aging parents? Are they just a nuisance, a burden, or do I
look at caring for them as a way I have of caring for God? Do I see God in them?
9 You know, from time to time there are posters and TV ads about starving children in
some distant land, and it’s not too hard to feel some true sympathy for them, but then
not have any smypathy for people who are our own flesh and blood, even living in
our homes or not.
9 What about that child in my family who is difficult, willful, needy, rebellious? Do I
really love him or her, or do I simply try to control his or her behavior?
This has to do with what kind of person I’m becoming—whether I’m young or old, I’m
becoming someone.
Now it’s not important for us to compare ourselves to anyone else. We don’t have to
compare ourselves to the saints, to Mother Teresa of Calcutta. It’s not necessary. This
publican is just starting out on the road to truthfulness. Are you ready tonight to come to
the Lord and be yourself?

What Kind of Person Am I Becoming?
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The Joy of Suffering
Second Week in Advent Thursday, December 14, 2000
7:00 a.m.
Is 41:13-20; Mt 11:11-15 (St. John of the Cross)

Today we celebrate the memorial of St. John of the Cross. St. John was what is called
a mystic. Now mysticism has to do with the profound sense of the unity of all things.
Mystics see the creation as one living organism, totally and utterly dependent upon its
source, who is God, all things then subsisting in this total unity.
St. John, however, is a mystic that is very different from the kind of mystics that we
find in the East, perhaps the most famous of which was Buddha. And the primary way in
which they differ is their attitude towards suffering. Buddha, in the philosophy that he
began, became adept at how to avoid suffering, how to circumvent suffering, how to
overcome suffering.
But John of the Cross saw suffering as the actual prelude to mystical union with God;
and this is a very different point of view. In fact John of the Cross is called “John of the
Cross” because he regards the cross as the necessary gate to the sublime graces that God
gives to the blessed. So far from trying to avoid suffering, John’s idea is that if we only
knew the consolation and the grace which is involved in suffering, we would embrace it.
Now this needs to be thought of, of course. He is not talking about pain for the sake of
pain. He is talking about a very conscious, very intelligent participation in the passion of
Christ and the passion of the world, which in this mystical vision is all one thing.
Perhaps another way of putting this is that in suffering we really do enter into unity with
each other and with the God who has become man in Christ, who took up the cross.
Suffering then is a point of convergence for all living things. It is a place where even
God is not special. That’s already reflected, of course, in many of the writings of St.

The Joy of the Cross

Paul, especially in Philippians where he says, “Son though he was, Jesus did not deem
equality with God something to be grasped at, but rather emptied himself”—of all
privilege, of all specialness, of all exemption, and became one of us—“and accepted
death, even death on a cross.”
So one of John’s great gifts to us is his sense of participation in the mystery of divine
love by our conscious and deliberate acceptance of suffering, and this awareness that in
our suffering we have great consolation provided we recognize—provided we open
ourselves to the grace of God—and recognize that we are not alone in our suffering. The
whole meaning of the cross: we’re never alone in our suffering! That itself is a key to
joy.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Our Agenda versus God’s Terms
Second Week in Advent
December 15, 2000 8:30 a.m. Is 48:17-19; Mt 11:16-19

Friday,

Today Jesus is talking about a very serious matter: how we bring our own agenda into
our religious experience. And he is being very critical of this. He is more critical, I
think, than most students of religion. I think we are often very easy on ourselves in ways
we shouldn’t be easy, hard in ways we shouldn’t be hard. In areas where we are, let’s
say, demanding on ourselves, Jesus is not; he is very compassionate. But in areas where
we’re very accepting, he is not; and this is one of them.
“We piped you a tune but you did not dance! We sang you a dirge but you did not
wail!”
The question is: In regard to our spiritual needs, do we think God knows what they
are? If God knows what our spiritual needs are, then we should let God take care of
them. And if God pipes us a tune, then dance! If God sings us a dirge, then wail! But
we don’t! That’s the point. We really don’t let God determine for us what we need. We
go to God or we go to the Church or we go to the institutional form of religion, whatever
it is—we’re talking about human nature; it’s a pretty universal condition—we go and we
then tell it or him or them what we need. But the whole problem is we don’t know! We
don’t know what we need!
That is our great religious need: it’s for knowledge of truth. But we pretend we know,
and we pretend we’ve assessed, objectively, our situation—even in our praying! Our
praying--like we go to God: “God, this is what I need! God, are you listening?” And this
is really a form of pride, a deep and, I would say, insidious from of pride because it
portrays itself as being humble seeking. But it isn’t humble seeking. It’s proud
demanding! And if we are ever to be really pleasing to God as a people, I think we have
to go to God on God’s terms. If the institutions of formal religion, by which I mean the
churches, the organized churches: the Catholic Church, the Orthodox Church, the various
Protestant denominations, if we would all go to God on God’s terms, things would be
really different.

Our Agenda versus God’s Terms

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Elijah’s Relationship with a Personal God
Second Week in Advent
December 16, 2000
8:00 a.m. Sir 48:1-4, 9-11; Mt 17:10-13

Saturday,

The figure of Elijah looms large in the Old Testament. He is the first great prophet
after Moses. He is the first prophet who suffers greatly for his fidelity to the Lord. He is
the first prophet about whom many stories and legends were told.

Elijah, you will recall, is the priest who fought valiantly against what we might call
nature religion or fertility worship. And this sort of worship was very common in the
ancient world. It identified God with nature. And it was his mission to convince the
Israelites that by worshiping nature they were actually bypassing their own great and
unique covenant with the personal God who revealed himself as “I AM.” And this was
the dispute: it was a dispute between those who believed that we can relate to God as
something outside of ourselves, although bigger than ourselves, versus the idea that we
relate to God as a personal being who is as much within us as without us, who is as much
inside as outside, who is at one time the source and origin of everything and everyone
upon whom everything depends. This is the God of Elijah. But as Elijah found out,
many people withdraw from such a God, and they prefer a god they can control and a god
whose activities they can understand, especially if those activities are providing
prosperity and wealth like the god Baal.

Now Jesus brings up Elijah because his whole mission is to restore or to continue this
tradition of relating to God in a very personal way. And just like Elijah, John the
Baptizer and Jesus himself would come to suffer greatly because there is some
connection between suffering and promoting this truth, this truth for life. There is
something about human beings, there’s something about human nature, that wants to
destroy this germ of truth, this germ of being. And so Jesus, as he came down the
mountainside in a time of prayer with his disciples, began to prepare them for what he
foresaw to be the future.

Elijah’s Relationship with a Personal God

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
God’s Goal for Us Third Sunday of Advent/C
Zep 3:14-18a; Phil 4:4-7; Lk 3:10-18

December 17, 2000

8:45 a.m.

“The crowds asked John the Baptist, ‘What should we do?’”
This morning’s gospel story is really about a built-in desire to be righteous, to do
what is right, to be good in more than a merely subjective way. And we see the crowds,
the publicans, and even soldiers coming to John the Baptist because people need guidance;
people need wisdom in determining what really is good in the sight of God. So John the
Baptist hit a chord in people who desired a real change--and he continues to do so. We
are, after all, created in the image and likeness of God; and therefore we have great
potential for good. But this potential is very often squandered because of a lack of
direction from outside of us or because of a lack of determination from inside of us—or
from a combination.
John the Baptist both intrigued basically good people and encouraged them, and at the
same time he frightened basically bad people and threatened them. What he preached was
a change of heart at a point of history that he believed to be almost the end, almost the
Day of Judgment. Now two thousand years later we know the Day of Judgment still
remains to come, and yet John the Baptist is still an appealing figure drawing us to
perhaps something more worthy, more noble, not only among ourselves as individuals, but
as a society.
Now what we've learned the last two thousand years in the Church is that our innate
desire for goodness is really not enough. This, of course, is part of what Jesus himself
taught. To attain the good we desire we actually need something we don’t have, an
enabler in our nature. We need a relationship with God. We need, in fact, to be joined
to God’s own understanding of himself. This is the Word of God, and the Word of God
becomes human and embodied in Jesus. So philosophers can debate all they want about
what is good. What Jesus brings us is a living understanding of what God is. And he
offers that same understanding to us by attaching us to himself, by inviting us into
himself.
He is a living relationship with the Father, and he brings himself to us as the true and
worthy goal of our own desires for righteousness. He brings himself to us as the truly
worthy goal of life. Human goodness, in other words, involves and requires and includes
personal holiness. This is Jesus’ interpretation. It’s not an abstract thing. It’s very
personal. It involves our relating to God because only when we become godlike do we
really come to the potential that God has placed within us. Only when we are Christ-like
are we living up to what we are created to be.
Now at first this may seem like expecting too much, but that’s missing the point of God
coming into our lives, into our world. It’s not too much because it is what God is
doing. It’s not something for us to attain. It’s more a gift to be received. God comes into
our world because the only way that the human race can achieve its true potential for

God’s Goal for Us

good is to be united with God’s own understanding of himself. That is the meaning of
the incarnation; that is the meaning of Christ born into our world. Only through Christ can
we become truly human in the way God looks at humanity.
Now Advent is a time of expectation, and it’s also a time for remembrance, in case
we forget some basic truths of our faith.
 Number one, God is not finished with any of us. God’s work of bringing about
personal holiness in us and bringing about perfection in the world is an unfinished
project, an on-going process.
 Secondly, God will not be put off—God will not be put off. God’s plans will not be
frustrated except in individual cases. His will shall be done—the sooner, the better for
us—but his will shall be done.
Therefore our outlook has to be profoundly hopeful, hopeful toward ourselves and hopeful
toward our world. It is after all not we who shall overcome; it is God who shall overcome.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Our Need for Courage
7:00 a.m.
Jer 23:5-8;

Late Advent Weekday
Mt 1:18-24

Monday, December 18, 2000

As we enter into this last week before Christmas the liturgy draws our attention to the
life of Mary and Joseph, and I think it’s important that we realize that the life of Mary
and Joseph was not romantic in any sense of the word. Our ideas of Christmas and the
nativity are romantic ideas. Sometimes they approach the cute.

But what we see here is actually a very courageous and heroic woman who willingly
accepts the power of God not only into her heart, but into her body, giving life which has
no rational explanation. And this all takes place, according to this story, before she has a
husband, before the man who becomes her husband has any understanding of what’s
going on. It takes place in such a way that she has no way of explaining this matter to her
family. It takes place in a culture where women could be stoned for adultery or for
fornication. And so all of this is a very dicey and dangerous situation. And Mary, of
course, is saved from exposure to the law by the intervention of an angel and by the
willingness of her husband to be, Joseph, to listen to his dreams.

Now I believe the gospel is written this particular way to encourage Christian people
to realize that all of us need to be very courageous if we are to bring the gospel into the
world. It’s not some sweet, nice thing. It’s a perilous thing. The Word of God with this
potency, this power, to bring life to a dying world—this very power is entrusted to
believers. And we can say that believers have been courageous enough to keep the
message alive, but we cannot say that they have been courageous enough to promote the
message as much as it could be. There is still much work to be done in bringing Christ
into our world. It requires the same kind of courage that Mary demonstrates. It also
requires the same kind of willingness that Joseph demonstrates, to listen to our dreams, to
let God speak to us in our consciousness and in our unconsciousness. This great story of
God’s intervention into the life of the world continues in us if we let it.

Our Need for Courage

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Gifting our Emptiness
Late Advent Weekday Tuesday, December 19, 2000
7:00 a.m.
Jgs 13:2-7, 24-25; Lk 1:5-25

We have two examples in today’s readings of God intervening in the lives of his
chosen ones; in both cases a woman advanced in age bears a child. Now neither of these
cases is really the same as Mary conceiving Jesus by the power of the Holy Spirit. There
is no hint of that, no indeed; the children born are sons of their fathers. But God has
somehow aided the natural process. And we have to realize that God as the creator of
nature is really very capable of intervening in our natural affairs. And in fact the whole
story of Scripture, the whole Old Testament, is really about how God gently guides
events of history. And these two cases are events of history.

What is important and what is stressed in these two stories is the sterility of the
mothers that they are unable to bear children. Now we know today that sterility is not an
absolute thing, that very often women and men are capable of having children; and yet it
becomes very improbable that they ever will. Now the point has nothing to do actually
with biology. The point is that in all of us there are points of sterility; there are areas
where we are not actually fertile, areas where we are not really capable. And those areas
are often the areas where God blesses us, that in those particular areas of our lives where
we are not full of talent, ability, capacity in the order of nature, there can be an emptiness
that can be filled by God so that that product, you might say, of ourselves is in a very
special way God’s gift—not to say that everything isn’t God’s gift; it really is.

But God’s gifts come in different degrees. And both Samson and John the Baptist
were God’s gifts in a very high degree. They were very special gifts. And they came
about not necessarily out of the order of nature, but as unusual gifts in the order of
nature—special interventions, if you will, of God’s own blessing. We also can find in
ourselves similar patterns, and we need to look to them. We can find areas in our lives
where there’s really nothing coming. Those areas may very well be the areas where God
can work best. And then what results is, in a very special way, a gift from the Lord for
his service.

Gifting our Emptiness

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Magnify the Lord!
Late Advent Weekday Friday, December 22, 2000
1 Sm 1:24-28; Lk 1:46-56

7:00 a.m.

“My being proclaims the greatness of the Lord.” Or even a better translation: “My
soul magnifies the Lord.”
How does it come about that human beings, who are obviously physical organisms,
can come to know, love, and serve God or ultimately to know, love, and serve
themselves? This is indeed a great mystery, the mystery of the spirit at work in the
material world, the mystery of the human soul. We can wonder about it, how this has
come into our lives; but we’ll never have any real answers. But we live this mystery. We
are able to know ourselves. We are able to know others. We have the gift of
consciousness.
And this very great and wonderful gift is, by and large, squandered in our lives. And
the Bible tells a long history of this squandering. And it stretches all the way back to the
very beginning, when the intelligent creation made in the image and likeness of God was
not willing just to be what it was created to be, but wanted to be equal to God. Strangely,
this wanting to be equal to God doesn’t make us great, but it makes us small. This
grasping at equality with God renders our lives petty and self-serving.
There is in this a very profound paradox: Mary chose another way. She allowed her
soul to magnify God. And of course, that implies not smallness but greatness, greatness
of soul. And of course, we’re dealing with metaphors, but we need to think of a soul as
either small or big. We often think in terms of purity of soul. Well, that’s also valid; but
we need to think of greatness and largeness of heart and soul because only when we have

Magnify the Lord!

a large soul can we magnify the Lord. Mary’s soul is large because she made a place for
God, and God is infinite.
It is only God who really makes us large. We on our own are very limited. If we’re
only full of ourselves, we’ll be full of very little. If we’re full of ourselves, we’ll be very
small. And that’s the paradox of sin: by trying to be everything, we become nothing.
Mary chose the other way. She chose to be nothing, and became filled with everything—
the Creator himself made flesh in her womb because her soul magnified the Lord. And
Jesus told his disciples: “Whoever does the will of my Father is brother and sister and
mother to me.” We too are invited to magnify the Lord and to make room for him within
our world.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Mary’s Courage
Fourth Sunday of Advent/C
December 24, 2000
5:00 p.m.) Mi 5:1-4;
Heb 10:5-10;
Lk 1:39-45

(Vigil

“Mary set out and traveled to the hill country in haste to a town of Judah, where
she entered the house of Zechariah and greeted Elizabeth.”
It is our habit culturally to romanticize all the stories surrounding the birth of Christ,
but if we were to really read the Bible the way it’s written, we would see that the
evangelists had absolutely no intention of telling us a romantic or even nice story! Today
it says that Mary set out in haste to the hill country of Judah. Now it is not actually
known where Mary was living at the time; but Luke, the author of this particular story,
believed she lived in Nazareth and says so in his narrative. The hill country of Judah is
very far away, and it was very dangerous to travel in those days. And women never
traveled alone. What could have motivated Mary leaving her home in Nazareth,
which is Luke’s view of where she lived, to travel all the way down to Judah—by
herself?
The reason is most probably she was scared. Let us be aware of the story as the
Bible tells it. Mary was without husband. She was asked to become mother by the
power of the Spirit. This, of course, is not something that she could tell anyone. It’s
clear from the narrative that she became visibly pregnant before Joseph and she were
married. For this reason Joseph planned to put her away. So this is the situation.
Now where is a woman in this sort of situation to turn? She turned to her cousin
Elizabeth, because Elizabeth knew what it was to live under the pall of suspicion
and disdain. When Elizabeth heard that she was to be mother, she praised God in these
words; she said, “Praise the God who has removed my reproach from among men.” The
reproach she is speaking of is the reproach that all barren women suffered at that time
because of the way people thought. People thought women who couldn’t have children
were being punished by God, so Elizabeth lived under reproach.
Mary lived under reproach as well because she was visibly pregnant prior to her
marriage. Jesus lived under reproach for the same reason. The Pharisees later
taunted him with the accusation: “We are no illegitimate breed.” So the story of Jesus is
the story of an illegitimate birth in the minds of people—not a romantic story. Mary is a
woman who was amazingly courageous because she actually faced death by stoning.
And yet she accepted the appearance of sin in order to do God’s will. And she did
God’s will alone, by herself, without any support or help from her family or her
community, with whom she could not communicate one word of this arrangement, as you
might imagine. Joseph, her betrothed, only came to her rescue because of the visit of an
angel—a supernatural intervention, not human compassion. But human compassion
was available in one person, Elizabeth. And she went there in haste.
Now when we hear the story, we need to really hear the story and not fabricate some
very sweet, lovely, romantic scenario that might be entertaining, but not cut into our

Mary’s Courage

consciousness. The evangelist inspired by the Holy Spirit told the story so that we
would become more aware of how courageous is must be to be a disciple of Christ.
It’s not nice to be a Christian. It takes courage to be a true Christian, to be obedient to the
Father, who really does ask his beloved to expose themselves to ridicule and rejection in
order to do his will. The evangelists told this story because they wanted us to see how
narrow and petty human judgment is and how blind and how even stupid and how
dangerous human judgment is. And it is something that exists in our world, in our
society; and it has a strength greater than ourselves, and we need a strength greater
than that to combat it, to live in the truth that makes us free.
This truth was already taking physical form in the womb of Mary, but not
without her contribution, not without her freedom, not without her courage, not
without her willingness to even die to follow the will of God. And this is a pattern that
will always be repeated throughout history, as Jesus also indicated when he once said,
asking perhaps rhetorically, “Who is my mother? Who are my bothers? Who are my
sisters?” And then he answered it. He said, “Whoever does the will of my Father is
mother and brother and sister to me.”
And we have to realize that the event being told about in our Christmas story is the
event that only began two thousand years ago. It must continue. The Word of God
must continue to take root in human form. We still have to become mother to Jesus
by doing the will of the Father. And that takes a great deal of courage. And courage is
the true analogue to faith. People think of faith in many different ways, often inventive
ways associating it with certainty and knowledge. It is not associated with certainty and
knowledge. It’s associated with courage that motivates doing, that motivates
standing up against. That is what Mary did. That is what Elizabeth did. That is what
Jesus did. And that is what every disciple of Jesus must do, or else this story one day
will no longer be told.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Exclusion Christmas—Mass at Midnight
Is 9:1-6; Ti 2:11-14; Lk 2:1-14

December 24-25, 2000

11:00 p.m.

“She wrapped him in swaddling clothes and laid him in a manger, because there
was no room for them at the inn.”
We’ve all heard this story before, but we can hear stories over and over again and
really never hear them. The story of the coming of Christ into the world is a story that is
marked by exclusion. And if we have any doubts that that is really the intention of the
evangelist Luke, who tells us about the lack of room in the inn, that doubt should be
removed by considering the gospel of John—a very different version and yet the same
theme. In John’s words: “He came to his own, but his own did not accept him.” Jesus’
life was from the beginning a life of being excluded and being rejected. And anyone
who has ever been excluded or rejected knows what that feels like. And it must be noted
by all of us that God, in sending his own being into human life, in becoming one of us,
did not in any way exempt himself from the pain of this very common experience. The
point of the birth of Christ is not that this is some marvelous, dramatic, unusual,
extraordinary, miraculous event. That is not the point of the gospel story—quite the
opposite. The point is that this is a very common, ordinary, prosaic event from outward
appearances.
A well-known food critic dines at restaurants under an assumed name. Why?
Because he wants to see how food is usually served at various restaurants so he can write
reports for the paper. He knows very well that if the Maitre d’ and the waiter got wind of
who he really was, he’d have the finest service and the best possible food that that
restaurant can provide. But a critic is not interested in being set apart; a critic wants to
know how things usually are. In a very similar way God comes into our lives under
many assumed names. Of course we would be very welcoming and hospitable if we
only knew who it was who is approaching. Jesus said as much to the woman at the well:
“If you only knew who it is who is asking you for a cup of water.” But the point is she
didn’t, and we don’t! We don’t know how and when God approaches us in our lives,
and we’re not supposed to. God is not impressed, according to Jesus, with overt,
religious behavior, pious prayers offered in public, religious observances for all to
witness. God, rather, is impressed by the way we treat him as he is disguised in the
hungry, the thirsty, the naked, and the poor. Religious practice is supposed to help us
find God where he is hidden.
All human beings have tremendous potential for holiness, for godliness, for greatness
of soul. Mary, Jesus’ mother, proclaimed: “My soul magnifies the Lord.” Her soul
magnified the Lord because it was so large. It was so large it had room for God and for
many to enter, to meet, to live, to be received. Souls are magnified by love--true,
selfless, and giving love. And the gospel really is asking each of us are we magnifying
the Lord? Do we make a place for God in all the common, unexceptional ways in which
the Lord approaches us? Who are the people that we exclude from the inn of our own
hearts? Are we even aware that we do it?

Exclusion

The gospels make it clear that Jesus did not merely come for his friends or for
God’s friends, such as the shepherds in tonight’s gospel. No, the angels proclaimed
that Jesus was born as savior of the world; but for the world to experience salvation, it
really needs to change in some very formidable ways. And for the world to change, it
requires that we change because we are the world. Our hearts and souls can expand to
include all of God’s children as our own. This is not natural. It is not the result of
nature or culture, but it can happen! It is indeed the work that God is doing if we allow
him. It is the work of grace. We can learn to recognize systemic forms of pettiness and
favoritism, which are really unfair and unjust, that are rooted in cultural feelings and
economic practices. We can stop injustices that exclude some from the rights we all
want. This requires work, work with our minds, work with our actions, work with
ourselves, work with others. But there are consequences to being a Christian person.
The real question the gospel proposes is not whether each of us wants to be personally
saved—at least not that alone. There is a much deeper question: Do we want to live in a
redeemed world? That’s what the angels are talking about. Jesus is born to be savior of
the world. Do we want to live in a saved world? When we always think of salvation as
something just for me or for my own, we are still very limited. We are still living in that
exclusive, subjective, egotistic life of the flesh. It might seem at first that this whole
message about the redemption of the world is utterly far-fetched, totally beyond the realm
of possibility. But when Gabriel announced to Mary her mission of motherhood and she
in her polite way questioned its possibility, Gabriel told her: “With God all things are
possible.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
God Is Light
1 Jn 1:5—2:2;

Octave of Christmas
Thursday, December 28, 2000
Mt 2:13-18
(Holy Innocents)

7:00 a.m.

“Here, then, is the message that we have heard from Jesus Christ and announce to
you: that God is light; in him there is no darkness.”
One of the powerful messages that comes through Scripture, particularly through the
writings of the evangelist we call “John,” is this really beautiful idea comparing God to
light. Now I don’t know that the evangelist was a physicist; in fact, I’m sure he wasn’t.
But a modern physicist will tell us how everything on earth depends on the sun; that in
fact the earth itself is a coalescence of matter that was ejected from a supernova, a super
sun, a super source of light, our whole solar system being the debris from some earlier,
larger sun. Further, when we look at life itself, it is the product of the sun’s action. So
light is, you might say, the most basic substance or energy in our world. And so it’s a
fitting metaphor for God. God is light. God is life. God is energy. God is substance.
God is the whole reality. “In him there is no darkness.” Darkness, of course, is simply
nothing but the absence of light. In God there is no absence. There is nothing but
fullness.
Now this is not simply a nice speculation, but it says something very much about our
religious faith and the way we can live it out in the world. Christians are human beings,
and human beings have very bad habits. We categorize. We establish in our minds little
bins where things belong, and we create a bin for God! But the point of this reading is
that there is no bin for God! God is the origin of everything, and everything depends
upon God. We cannot think of God as we would think of someone or something else,

God Is Light

whittling God down to some little concept or idea that we fit into our minds—no, it
doesn’t work! God is much greater than our minds, and our minds depend upon God.
While light is in a physical sense the origin of matter in our universe and the origin of
life, at least as we know it now, it is also an apt metaphor for understanding. When we
“see the light” we have an insight. Again God is the source of this, and not the object. If
we would ever comprehend this, we would be truly missionaries bringing the light into
the world. That would be the work of the evangelist according to this reading—bringing
light. Do we really do that? Are we enlightened people? Or do we force others into
categories that we’ve invented claiming that is what is right, and that is what will make
us righteous? This is a very deep question. The evangelist raises it on purpose, and we
need to attend to the word.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Jesus as Model
Fifth Day in the Octave of Christmas Friday, December 29, 2000
7:00 a.m. 1 Jn 2:3-11; Lk 2:22-35 (St. Thomas a Becket)

“The way we can be sure we are in union with him is if one who claims to abide in
him conducts himself just as he did.”
There have been many disputes in the history of the Church that would have been
solved if people referred to this particular reading. “The way we can be sure we are in
union with him”—how many doctrinal controversies, how many arguments would have
been solved if we had read this?--“is if one who claims to abide in him conducts himself
just as he did.” This presents Jesus not only as savior, but as model. And indeed the
point is that Jesus becomes our savior because he becomes our model and saves us from
ourselves, saves us from the course which the human nature has taken in its own history,
the course which is bent on self-destruction as much as it’s bent on self-aggrandizement.
Because of the principle Jesus himself spoke, “He who exalts himself shall be humbled,”
and since human history has all been based on exalting self, it leads only to utter
humiliation.
Salvation, on the other hand, goes in a different direction. Jesus comes into our world
to show us the way and not only to show us the way but to enable us to follow the way.
And all of this takes place in our conduct, not just in what we say, not in what we talk
about, not in what we write about, not in what we study, not even in our prayers—
although all those things are important. But the real moment of test is our conduct!
And this also is the real meaning of rebirth. Rebirth means that the nature we have by
inheritance is transformed by an entirely new nature we have from God in Christ, a
human nature whose conduct is determined by its union with God. And if we have any

Jesus as Model

lower standard, then it’s too low. This is the divinely approved standard for life: Jesus
himself, not only savior, but model for us. And we have to believe that God really
intends us to live and conduct ourselves as Jesus did, and that what he expects, he
provides for through his manifold grace; and that this is possible for the same reason it
was possible for Mary to give birth to God. As Gabriel said, “All things are possible with
God.” And the rebirth we have in faith leads to this new kind of life. And it’s quite
pathetic looking back over centuries of squabbles between, for example, Protestants and
Catholics or Protestants and Protestants or Orthodox and Catholics or Orthodox and
schismatics or whatever group you can think of, and all the various arguments about who
is right. Well the answer from this Scripture is the only one who is right is the one who
“conducts himself just as he did.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Life of Empty Show
December 30, 2000

Sixth Day in the Octave of Christmas
8:00 a.m.
1 Jn 2:12-17;
Lk 2:36-40

Saturday,

“If anyone loves the world, the Father’s love has no place in him, for nothing that the
world affords comes from the Father.”
At this time of year we have the privilege of reading the First Letter of John. And this
reading gives us some very valuable insights into the nature of reality, as John was one of
the more mystical missionaries who wrote.
What John is looking at here is something that we often keep in the backburner of our
minds, but don’t really focus on too often: the passing nature of the world. Here the word
for “world” is “cosmos,” and it has a connotation not of what God created but what
human beings have done with it; so it implies a certain sort of hostility to the Creator. So
when he says, “Have no love for the world,” he means have no love for that which is
really not the creation of God but the creation of man, and not redeemed humanity but the
fallen nature, which is indeed hostile to the real purpose of the creation. That’s all
contained in the word “world” in this particular context. So to love the world is to love
something which is hostile to God. And it is to follow a purpose which is intrinsically
worthless.
Now do we love the world? Well, of course, not consciously. If we were really asked
this question, to think about this, we would say well, no, of course not. However, what
we don’t quite realize and what this epistle is trying to alert us to is that we get caught up
in love of the world without wanting to, without deciding to. It’s not a choice; it’s more a
web of delusion that captures us. Another phrase used in today’s reading is “the life of
empty show.” Well, “the life of empty show” is the way this author is talking about the
world of appearances, how things appear to be. But we are all caught up in that. You can
say that is just the way we’re programmed. That would be a modern way of putting it.
It’s our wiring. Then we can discuss whether it is hard wiring or soft wiring, meaning is
it the result of our actual nature or is it the result of our culture? In a way it’s the result of
the fallenness of our existence, how we have been drawn away from the original purpose
of God, and so that even our minds have been clouded. And part of the clouding of our
minds is the fact that they work in a very mechanical way. Easily our attention is
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captured—easily! In fact, many people want their attention to be captured, constantly
listening to the radio, constantly watching television, constantly going to the movies.
What’s all that about? Well, it’s not about paying attention! It’s about being entertained!
And if we think for a few moments about the power of entertainment in our culture, in
our world today, it’s enormous. And it’s all the life of empty show; that’s what
entertainment is. In fact, nowadays even religion has become entertainment, and we have
preachers who are really entertainers on television and off television. We have the gospel
preached, supposedly, on radio; but it isn’t really preaching the gospel. It’s entertaining
people, who don’t have to think about anything being said because it isn’t worth thinking
about. We have churches designing so-called worship services to entertain people, to
capture their imagination, to draw them along. What this author is trying to say is that
very way of living itself is vain, worthless.
What we need to do is pay attention—pay attention—to the mystery unfolding in our
midst, the mystery we celebrate at Christmas, the Word of God, the very understanding
of God’s own mind coming into our human life in the person of Jesus Christ to show us
the way to live a human life, not deeming equality with God something to be grasped at,
which is the whole history of the world from the time of Adam onward, but a new way of
living. And through the power of Christ, God’s own Holy Spirit, we all can receive a
new birth and live a new life in God, not being drawn into the world, not being drawn
into culture, not being drawn into other people’s creation, but into God’s creation,
acknowledging the one God, not the many gods that we’ve made up—the many gods we
are in a sense, being born in the image and likeness of God with power to rebel--this
power to create alternate worlds different from the one God wants. This is the world of
empty show. This is the world itself, as we all know it.
And so this author is encouraging us to recognize that this world we have created is
really passing away. That’s the one thing we can’t change. Yes, we can create our own
fame, our own world. We can invent ourselves even, but one thing we can’t do is stop
death from swallowing it all up! And we have to keep that in mind and live with that
awareness. “And the world with its seductions is passing away, but the one who does
God’s will endures forever.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Catch on to Faith, Hope, Love
7:00 a.m. 1 Sm 1:20-22, 24-28;

Feast of the Holy Family/C December 31, 2000
1 Jn 3:1-2, 21-24; Lk 2:41-52

“And he said to them, ‘Why were you looking for me?’”

Before we go looking for hidden wisdom in these words of Jesus, we have to realize
that the incarnation means that God became fully human, meaning that Jesus went
through all the stages that we all go through of growth and maturation. And he went
through adolescence the way we go through adolescence, the way our children go
through adolescence; and as an adolescent he was thoughtless because as you know
adolescents don’t understand the anxiety, the worry, that parents have for them. Jesus
had the same nonchalance, the same naivete about him, that all children do at that
age. It is impossible for them to foresee, to understand, and to realize the dangers that
lurk in society, in the world, even in themselves. God did not exempt Jesus from the
normal growing patterns nor the growing pains of life.

Consequently, the Holy Family also had to struggle and grow together and learn how
to understand each other and accept each other—even though each one was already very
dedicated to God. Christian holiness is not simply an individual matter. It does begin
with each individual, but it does not stay there. Those who are committed to serving
God have to learn how to work not only on themselves but also with others. And this
working with others normally begins in the home. Family is the first workplace. The
family is the first environment, and each of us has to learn how to strategize getting
along, negotiating, understanding, making peace—forgiving! We all learn from one
another, and even the oldest learn from the youngest. Parents often have told me how
much their children have taught them.

What can we ourselves learn from this for our own family life?


First is we have to have complete trust not only in God but in the process of
living that God has created. Of course immature people do immature things, but
how are they going to learn to be mature except by experience. And by “experience”

Catch on to Faith, Hope, Love

I mean by experiencing their own failures and foolishness. But life is good, and the
process of life is good. In the process of life we all continue to grow no matter how
old we get. This is the rock foundation of faith—this trust in life itself. Without it
there would be no faith in a religious sense.


Second, hope in God. This hope in God is very different from simple, mindless
optimism thinking that things will always be fine. Well they won’t! There will be
many trials. Families will have children taken from them through death, and this will
be a great sadness. There will be sickness. There will possibly be crime and violence
visited upon the family. But the true origin of all possibilities is God. And the
ultimate working out of all of our lives and our issues really depends upon God
because it is only God who can bring to completion what God has begun. This is
hope—the virtue of hope. It’s not self-reliance, which is so popular in our society. It
is hope in God who knows all. It is not God who is pulling strings and doing
everything that happens in life, but it is God who in some mysterious way is
promoting growth, wholeness, and ultimately union with God—the whole purpose of
life. We for our part either cooperate with God or not. So we might say many things
happen—and they do just happen—but God is the one who works through the
happenings of life to bring us to God.



Thirdly, love in the real sense of love—the virtue of love, which is grounded in
God who is love. Recall the second reading. When we look at love through the eyes
of God it’s not something that’s here and not there. It’s not something that is for
some people, not for others. Love is [finally/devinely] and totally unconditioned. It’s
always at work in everyone however loveless or unlovable that may seem to us or
even try to be. Love is always drawing everything to God just as gravity draws all
matter together. Our biggest problem in life is our slowness to catch on to the power
of divine love. As St. Augustine said, “Late have I loved thee.” Indeed God is
benevolent, and life is benevolent in spite of its evils and accidents and mishaps. And
the sooner we catch on, the better we’ll be.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
God’s Mercy Leaks into Our World
Monday, January 1, 2001 10:30 a.m.

Solemnity of Mary, Mother of God
Nm 6:22-27; Gal 4:4-7; Lk 2:16-21

“Say to them: The Lord bless you and keep you! The Lord let his face shine upon
you, and be gracious to you! The Lord look upon you kindly and give you peace!”

This blessing is from the Book of Numbers, and reflects something far more ancient
than Moses or the law. It reflects the basic promises God gave to Abraham. Now we can
put this into perspective. Between the time of ourselves today, January 1, 2001, and
Christ is roughly two thousand years; between Christ and Moses roughly twelve
centuries; between Moses and Abraham roughly fourteen centuries--or fifteen. So there’s
more time between Abraham and Moses than between Moses and Christ. Between Christ
and Abraham there are seven hundred more years than between Christ and today.

Now we have some idea of the scale of time in which God has been opening a door
beginning with Abraham 4700 years ago. i When God called Abraham, what did he call
him to? We talk about Christ as being the fulfillment of God’s promises. Well, what
were they? Do we ever think about that? God promised Abraham that not only would he
be blessed but that he would be a blessing. God said to Abraham, “You will be a blessing
to all your neighbors.” Is this a great thing? It’s almost an impossible thing to think
about! God has been trying to bless us, and yet we resist! If we look to the land of
Abraham today, we see continued resistance to the peace of God, the blessings of God,
the work of justice. And we might ask ourselves, are we any better?

Now I know many of you are having problems with your roofs—all kinds of leaks,
even in the walls; and I know it’s very unpleasant. We have quite a few here too, but
there is something we can learn from leaking roofs. Water always finds a way—water
always finds a way to get out from where it is. And it’s strange its many routes. You can
have a leak in one place; it actually comes from somewhere else entirely. And that is
exactly the way the mercy of God works. The mercy of God finds a way to leak out from
all places in which it’s dammed up. And it’s rather strange sometimes how it finds its
way where it does, but it always does.

God’s Mercy Leaks into Our World

So God called Abraham to be a blessing, and Abraham was a blessing. He was also to
have descendents as numerous as the stars in the sky, and they were also to be a blessing;
and they aren’t always. So God’s mercy moves. It finds another way. And so it is that
eventually the mercy of God found a way into our world through the Virgin Mary. She
was, you might say, a spot in the human record where there was no resistance to the grace
of God, and that’s where grace flowed and took human form and became the greatest
blessing—the incarnation of the Word of God, God’s own understanding of God. That’s
what that means.

Now Jesus, again, had many problems. All the problems of the world were all
summed up in the life of Jesus himself. Just as the world had dammed up the mercy of
God, tried to stop the mercy of God from getting through the way you try to stop the
leaks, in a similar way, in the same way, in the life of Jesus people tried to stop the mercy
of God from taking root and affecting them. They tried to rechannel everything away
from themselves, because where the mercy of God really touches us, we cannot remain
the same. We become utterly broken. We lose our traditional, habitual sense of self. We
become changed. Many of us do not want this uncomfortable feeling of not being in
control. But the mercy of God will not allow us to rest. It will keep leaking into us.

And blessed indeed are we for the welcome that the Blessed Mother gave to the Word,
to the light, to the presence. Because of her fiat, her sense of obedience, and humble
courage we have new hope. But the work of Christ, of course, is not finished; it has
barely begun. And when Jesus returned to his Father he summoned his twelve most
trusted friends—they started as disciples and became friends—and he said, “Go forth,
and make disciples of all nations.” And this task for two thousand years has not been
easy either, and never will be; but it must continue so that the promise of God, to be a
blessing for the whole world, will eventually be received by the whole human race, that
we may recognize who God is and who we are called to be.
i

Scholars disagree as to when Abraham lived
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The Spirit Always Inspiring Tuesday, January 2, 2001
Jn 1:19-28 (Sts. Basil the Great and Gregory Nazianzen)

7:00 a.m.

1 Jn 2:22-28;

The two readings this morning are very apropos to the feast of two great doctors of the
Church: St. Basil and St.Gregory Nazianzen, two of the four great doctors of the Eastern
Church.
First of all, in the gospel we have John the Baptist, who is in a state of denial in regard
to who is he. He said, “Not the Messiah.” That, of course, is true. Jesus is the Messiah.
“Then,” they said, “well, are you Elijah?” He said, “Well, no I’m not.” But if you will
recall, Jesus said he was! Jesus remarked that to his followers on a certain occasion. He
said, “For those who are able to accept it, John is Elijah.” Now what does this involve—
Elijah? Elijah was believed to be the prophet who would announce the coming of the
Messiah. So the messianic age would be preceded by the return of Elijah. So it’s really a
matter of a figure of speech. But John is trying to dissuade people from focusing on him,
whereas Jesus said, “No, indeed he is Elijah,” because he is preceding Jesus.
What this shows us is that the inspired word of God is not always literally self-same
and identical. In other words, various inspired authors could literally contradict each
other but still be witnessing to the same truth. Of course John the Baptist is literally
correct when he says, “I’m not Elijah.” But Jesus said, “No, he is Elijah,” because he is
looking at the meaning of Elijah in a very symbolic way. Elijah is the one who will
precede the Messiah. So we see the Spirit is at work giving people different insights and
using each person’s own words, each person’s own concepts, to bear witness to the truth.
And this then needs to be understood as we look at the first reading where John says,
“You don’t need a teacher. The Holy Spirit will be your teacher.” We have to keep in
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mind what this means. Father Raymond Brown, now deceased, a very conservative but
fine biblical scholar, said he is always confused by this statement. He said, “What does
the author mean when he says, ‘You don’t need a teacher. Only the Holy Spirit is your
teacher’”? He said, “In the history of the Church there have always been teachers. It’s
inconceivable that you would have a Church without teachers, so what is he talking
about?” That’s the question. And we need to think about it. There is a way in which the
Holy Spirit is the teacher, and all other teachers—although there are other teachers,
literally speaking, there are, always have been and always will be—but each teacher must
take a secondary role, as John the Baptist wanted to, stepping out of the limelight, giving
the fullness of freedom to the Spirit to draw truth out of anyone, because the Spirit can do
that. The Spirit can move anyone to witness to the splendor of truth.
So in order to understand what the Scriptures mean, we have to go beyond what they
say. In order to go beyond what they say, we need the activity of the Holy Spirit alive
within us, probing and testing and prompting, enlightening and inspiring. And the
inspiration has especially to do with the way we talk or write. So the Spirit is, of course,
the Spirit of truth abiding in the Church. And without the Spirit we would have long ago
lost the whole meaning of the gospel. As the Church matures, the Spirit will call upon
more and more different voices to express the truth, which is one. And if we are wise and
real disciples, we will listen attentively.
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Sin of the World—Missing the Mark
Christmas Season
January 3, 2001
7:00 a.m.
1 Jn 2:29—3:6; Jn 1:29-34

Wednesday,

“Look there! The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!”

In today’s text we see that the word “sin” is found in the singular, as it is also in the
hymn we sing at Mass on Sunday, the Gloria: “You take away the sin to the world.” In a
very similar vein, the first reading is a reflection on the reality of sin in the life of the
world.

Often this very topic is something we trivialize by talking about sin in the plural, when
we refer to our flaws as “sins.” Are they or aren’t they? What does John say? “The one
who remains in him does not sin. The one who sins has not seen him nor known him.”
This is not something trivial. Earlier: “Everyone who sins acts lawlessly, for sin is
lawlessness.” What is being taught is something profoundly different from the Old
Testament, where sin is simply another word for trespassing or violation of law. Indeed
the words themselves—there are many of them in the Old Testament for sin, in English
only one word. “Pasa,” for example in the Old Testament, means more or less a violation
of law. “Awon” means iniquity. Often both are translated as “sin.”

But in the New Testament the word “hamartia” is used—in Greek. And what it really
means is—it comes from the art of archery, where the archer tries to hit the target. And
“hamartia” means missing the mark. And that’s the word used in the New Testament for
sin, and it’s a singular word. And what the New Testament is trying to show us is that sin
is missing the mark in regard to the reason why we are created. The sin of the world
means that the entire world, as the human world, the world of human culture, has
organized itself upon imaginary lines. It hasn’t really discerned why God created us. It
is busy about many things: the world of politics, the world of economics, all kinds of
institutions, all kinds of organizations; but do any of them understand what we are here
for? Insofar as what we are here for is missing as the aim, as the focus, that is sin; it’s
missing the mark.

Sin of the World--Missing the Mark

And as individuals we also buy into the world’s way of living. The chief effect of this
is that we take ourselves to be the goal, our own personal happiness, our own personal
fulfillment, our own personal success, or our own personal failure. This becomes the
focus of our lives, but that itself is sin. Even worrying about our own personal failures
itself is sin; it’s missing the mark. That isn’t the point. The point is we have to be
refocused on God’s aim in creating us in the first place. We have to realize every single
person has a vocation from God to serve some purpose on earth. That’s the goal.

And it all intertwines, all our goals are intertwined; and St. Paul hints at that when he
calls us a “body.” In the body every member is interrelated with every other member and
everything is supposed to work as a unit. And indeed human creation is meant to be a
kind of body with a corporate head, Christ, who organized everything into a great
singular task of life, of service, of glory, in God. And everything that departs from that is
sin--another reason why Scripture talks about our rebirth.

That was the opening prayer talking about our rebirth in Christ. Of course we need a
rebirth because everything that comes before Christ and everything that has been
organized apart from Christ is useless. So there has to be something totally new and
different born into us to bring us to the true aim of life. And this is what we celebrate in
the Christmas season: that that new aim is born in us through Christ, that the grace of
God is calling us to a new vision of what is truly important. And it takes us beyond all
our own personal goals however worthy we might think they are. It takes us beyond our
preoccupations with ourselves on every level—even the moral level—to a true
centeredness in God. And this now becomes our birthright because we are baptized; we
are baptized into a new birth into a new life. What we have to do is open ourselves to the
Spirit who can lead us.

2

Sin of the World--Missing the Mark

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
God Is Love
1 Jn 3:11-21;

Christmas Season
Friday, January 5, 2001
Jn 1:43-51
(St. John Neumann)

7:00 a.m.

“This, remember, is the message you heard from the beginning: we should love one
another.”
Today and for a few days we have the readings from the First Letter of John, which is
a very delicate and beautiful letter. What is most important about the letter of John, and
in fact one might say most of the literature with the name “John” on it, is the theme of
love that runs through. And in this way it is very different from, for example, the writing
of St. Paul, where the primary issue is faith and the great dialogue or contest between
faith and law, which St. Paul often addresses. But I think in the life of the Church
perhaps too much has been put on that conflict between faith and law or faith and works
or faith and grace or whatever, and too little on this issue of love in the very practical
sense that John is dealing with it.
“Love is God.” That’s what John says in his letter. “God is love”; love is God; “those
who abide in love abide in God.” And this is a very practical application. If we are
really abiding in God, then we will be loving people—practically speaking. And if we
are not loving people—practically speaking—then we’re not abiding in God—faith or no
faith, law or no law. This truth precedes everything else.
Now you know that in our Catholic Church we have this concept of mortal sin. And
there are those who say that this is not founded in Scripture, but it is in this particular
letter. In fact in today’s reading it’s mentioned three times. “Anyone who hates his
brother is a murderer, and you know that eternal life abides in no murderer’s heart.” That
is the idea of mortal sin, that eternal life does not abide. It doesn’t mean that the

God Is Love

murderer doesn’t have faith, but it means this murderer doesn’t have love. And love is
God—not faith. Faith leads us to love, but it is not the same thing as love.
“I ask you, how can God’s love survive . . .?” Here is the issue of a person established
in the Church, in the believing community who has experienced the love of God through
the life of faith and through the sacramental life of the Church, and he asks the question:
“How can God’s love survive in a man who has enough of this world’s goods and closes
his heart to his brother when he sees him in need?” This is therefore in the same category
as murder! It excludes the love of God from one’s heart, not caring for another brother or
sister in need!
And so we need to look very clearly at this letter because it’s really encouraging us to
bear fruit, not to do works, as one might do a job. But in the idiom of this literature to
“bear fruit” in a way the tree bears fruit, giving of the substance one is made to give. We
are created to love. That’s our purpose in life. And if we don’t bear this fruit, then
somehow we have been removed from the very life we’re created for or that very life is
removed from us. And it’s our own choosing. Now John wants to leave us with a sense
of conviction: “Beloved, if our consciences have nothing to charge us with,” then if we
do what we can do, the best we can do, in whatever circumstance we’re in—“we can be
sure that God is with us.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Epiphany and Star
Funeral
Helen Diekman
Wis 3:1-9; Rom 14:7-9, 10b-12; Jn 14:1-6

Saturday, January 6, 2001

Today is the traditional date for the feast of the Epiphany. On the feast of the
Epiphany we remember the Magi. They were learned men who were seeking wisdom
and guidance. According to their view, the sun rises in the east, and it is from the great
Eastern cultures that comes the very great wisdom and sophisticated concepts that lead to
meaning. But the Feast of the Epiphany is the reversal of that idea. The Magi do not see
a sun rising but rather a star—and that’s very different.
This is more suitable to a biblical view of God, how we find God in our lives. God is
not forceful like the shining of the sun, overwhelming our vision; but God is more like a
star who appears in the darkness. And indeed there are so many stars, it is very easy to
miss the presence of God, who is identified in today’s gospel as “the way, the truth, the
life.” This way is visible, but often buried in a sea of other lights--leading us, but not
where we might expect: to the great wisdom of our cultures, to the wisdom of men, but
rather away from them toward where we would never suspect. In the metaphors of the
gospel not to the east but to the west God leads us. Who would have suspected that God
would enter human life in the form of a vulnerable and helpless being? But that is our
Christian belief: that God comes to us through vulnerability and that our response to the
God who is vulnerable, to the God who is poor, to the God who is hungry, to the God
who is thirsty, to the God who is naked, that determines our own destiny. If we find God
on earth, we will possess God in eternity—or better yet, God will possess us for we’ve
allowed him into our hearts.

Epiphany and Star

And that is what we celebrate today. Helen has now gone to God in the full sense of
that word. Of course, she was already God’s ever since the moment of her Baptism.
That’s why we sprinkled her cremains with the water from the font to remind all of us-not her--to remind us of our Baptism. That’s why we have the Paschal candle burning—
not for her—but to remind us of the eternal life that beckons us from beyond the grave,
that was revealed to us in the resurrection of Christ. This is indeed light from light. And
of course, when a dear lady or a dear man passes from this earth, it is sad; and indeed we
ought to grieve. However we ought to also honor the dead by giving thanks, by learning
how to take whatever wonderful qualities Helen gave to us and hand them on to the next
generation, hand them on to whatever neighborhood you live in, whatever work
environment you’re employed in. That is living the gospel. That is following the star.
That is finding life.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The Surprise toward the West
Feast of the Epiphany
12:15 p.m.
Is 60:1-6; Eph 3:2-3a, 5-6;
Mt 2:1-12

January 7, 2001

As we celebrate the feast of the Epiphany, we hear the familiar story of the Magi; but
as with many stories that are familiar we can often overlook the true meaning. For one
thing who were the Magi? Now many modern Bible translations call them astrologers.
This is somewhat misleading. Modern-day astrology is a sort of frivolous, new age
superstition: nothing could be farther from the purpose of these Magi. They were men of
great gravity. They studied the wisdom of the various nations of the world, gathering
together whatever they could from the strands of wisdom, philosophy, religious thought;
and they usually took most of their thinking from the East. In the ancient world the East
was regarded as the source of light. Literally, the sun rose in the east; it was also thought
that true thought, wisdom, came also from the East. So the Magi collected then the
thoughts of the great thinkers of India such as Mahavira and the Buddha, of China such
as Confucius and Lao Tzi, Chuang Tzu and so on, and occult traditions as well from
Babylonia and Tibet.

Now with this background we can understand what the evangelist is trying to tell us,
that these men of wisdom, who were accustomed to turning to the East, found to
their surprise that the light of God led them westward to a most peculiar place, to a
most peculiar situation. And the evangelist needs us to understand this as a model
for our own lives. First of all, God’s light does not shine on people like the brilliant sun.
If we’re expecting that kind of revelation from God, we will be sorely disappointed. No,
it is much more in accord with biblical thought to see God as a light shining in the
darkened sky, the darkness representing our own lives full of doubt,
misapprehension and wondering. And if you are familiar with a truly dark sky, which
you can hardly ever see around Chicago, you’ll know that there are billions of lights; and
it’s very hard to distinguish one from the other. This also represents the reality of
ourselves looking for the guidance of God in life. There are many lights, and we can
be very confused. And it takes a certain sort of focus and determination to latch
onto the light, which is God’s, and follow it. And this the evangelist is telling us the
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Magi did, and we also can do that. With determination, with a desire to really seek, we
will find.

Now this story can be taken in two ways. First of all as metaphor, and as metaphor it
is timeless and always true. But we also can take it as prophecy and I think the
evangelist intended it to be that too. But as prophecy, it is as yet unfulfilled. The Magi
came from ancient Persia. Modern-day Persia, or Iran does not look to the West and
find any light. It looks to the West and it sees Satan. That’s how the Iranians very often
think of the West—and not only the Iranians, but many of the eastern peoples. And this
is not because of Christ, but because of the absence of Christ in Western society.
Christ has really been replaced by a very aggressive, materialistic egotism, which in
many ways the eastern people see as endangering their lives and the life of the world.
And let’s give credit where credit is due; there’s some truth in this.

And this leads finally to our vocation as believers. We are, like the Magi, to find
the light and follow the light; but as believers, we also have to radiate the light.
Sometimes when we think of the mission of the Church, we think of taking the truth out
to somewhere else. But another way of looking at the mission of the Church is to
shine, to shine with the light of truth, to shine with the light of God, to shine with the
light of love, with the understanding that those who seek will find, if there’s something to
find. And so as citizens of the West, we need to be perhaps convinced of our need to
radiate the light, which is Christ, and thereby help fulfill our mission as Church.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Restoration of the Spirit
Baptism of the Lord
Monday, January 8, 2001
7:00 a.m.
Is 40:1-5, 9-11; Ti 2:11-14, 3:4-7; Lk 3:15-16, 21-22

In this great event, the baptism of Jesus, there are many powerful symbols. First, the
very idea of the Holy Spirit descending. In the Old Testament it was believed the Holy
Spirit descended upon prophets, and they were led to speak a message from the
Lord. This ability to speak for the Lord was a very serious responsibility not lightly
undertaken. But Malachi, around four hundred years before Christ, had prophesied that
he would be the last, the last prophet to speak for the Lord until the coming of the
messianic age, when the Spirit of God would be poured on all. The pouring of the
Spirit on all was also prophesied by Joel around the same time as Malachi perhaps--or
later perhaps.
Now we see in Jesus’ baptism the restoration of this Spirit of holiness, this Spirit
of fire. And we see that this is what pleases the Father, that there is one who responds to
the Father’s love, who responds to the Father’s wishes as to his own. Jesus is beloved of
the Father because his will is one with the Father.
Now Jesus himself referred to God as wind, and this word “wind” is the same word as
“Spirit.” And what does wind come from? Wind comes from an unequal distribution of
heat. Even at the North Pole winds are caused by an unequal distribution of heat. And
what the blowing of the Spirit in the Church indicates is the movement of the heat, the
concentration, the fire of God, from those who have it, within whom it has been
concentrated by their cooperation with God, by their openness to God, by their
willingness to do God’s will, into the rest of the people. This is why the Spirit is like
the wind. This is why the Spirit blows.

Restoration of the Spirit

And this actually is one of the early meanings of the word “to celebrate.” To celebrate
means to broadcast, to proclaim, to issue forth something: something good, good news,
good anything—celebrate. And that is, of course, why we gather together, to celebrate,
to let the wind blow from where it has been concentrated into all of us.
For this purpose, of course, and for the Church to continue to be Church, there has to
be people willing to let the Spirit concentrate in them, people willing to be obedient to
God, people willing to make their wills identical with God’s will. This is how the fire
of God becomes concentrated. Now if no one is really filled with God, then we can’t
have celebration; where there is no interest at all in what God wants, we cannot celebrate.
If, on the other hand, we’re all filled with the fire, then the celebration is complete. And
what is marked here is the beginning of a new age of celebration, a new age of
movement.
But we have to be always then open to this work; the Spirit is at work in this age of
the Messiah, this age of the Christ. And we cannot ever allow ourselves to become
complacent or static or feel that we are perfect. As long as we live, we are being called
to something more; even in heaven, we must continue to grow. But even as we are on
our journey, God wants to affirm us with this message: “You are my beloved, and in you
I am well pleased.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Healing Power of Jesus First Week in Ordinary Time
7:00 a.m. Heb 2:5-12; Mk 1:21-28

Tuesday, January 9, 2001

Today both readings are human attempts inspired by God to deal with the issue of life
as we know it. The tension in the life of a believer is fundamentally the belief that God is
the creator of all things, that God is only good, that God wills only good for the creation,
for ourselves, and yet our obvious experience of evils of all kinds: physical evils in the
form of sickness, mental evils in the form of disorders, social evils in the form of antisocial behavior and conditions, and so on and so on. And for the authors of Scripture this
reality we know and live every day defies a simple explanation. And for us today it still
defies a simple explanation; there is no simple way to talk about our experience.
On the one hand, we perhaps—and certainly some—experience the healing power of
God. Miracles are real; they do occur. But what is a miracle? Some say a miracle is
God suspending the laws of nature, but St. Augustine said that’s not true. Augustine said
that miracles are the exercise of a higher law we don’t understand, which seems closer to
the truth. We don’t understand the world we live in. We don’t understand ourselves.
And we surely don’t understand God. This is in a sense a perfect way to continue the
journey that has begun by the Magi, a journey through the night of our own experience,
following the light, whatever little light we can find.
The gospels are replete with examples of Jesus touching people suffering from various
illnesses. Today’s example is mental in nature. But in every single case the power and
the love of God in Jesus is sufficient to heal and bring peace. And that’s what we have to
keep in mind. That is the lesson of the word for us. Today we have very sophisticated
doctors, diagnosticians; we have psychiatrists and psychologists in various fields of
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medical science. All of them are working very hard trying to understand all the things
that can go wrong. But even understanding what can go wrong isn’t really a solution.
What Scripture shows us is the solution comes from the source of life itself.
But just like the night sky, which is full of many lights, so our lives are full of many
forces, influences, for better or for worse. And we’re not always really open to God.
And we don’t really always listen to God. And even when we’re trying to be religious,
sometimes we’re religious like the scribes. Scribes are great at repeating what they heard
before. That’s what their job was: write down what they saw. And for many people
that’s religion. Just do what you saw. Just say what you heard.
But Jesus comes with a completely new teaching in a spirit of authority because he is
living in the Spirit of God—that’s the authority! But he doesn’t keep that Spirit to
himself; he gives it also to his believers. But again receiving that Spirit and receiving
that authority is not so simple. It’s not a matter of simply saying, “I do,” any more than
marriage is a matter of saying, “I do.” Marriage is work; faith is work. Anything that is
valuable is work. Healing is work: to attain sanity, to attain integrity, to attain balance,
that is, true health in God, is work! So we need to be about our business each day, never
getting complacent, never slacking, recognizing always that God is beckoning us, in ways
perhaps we don’t suspect, into a deeper life and to a deeper relation with him. And along
the way our pains and our sufferings perhaps are guideposts that we need to be all the
more awake.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Not Permitting the Demons to Speak
First Week in Ordinary Time
January 10, 2001 7:00 a.m. Heb 2:14-18; Mk 1:29-39

Wednesday,

“But he would not permit the demons to speak, because they knew him.”

Our Scriptures have references to realities which are in no way physical. And
especially for modern people this is a problem, for we modern people only think of things
that are physical; and we even think of God as physical. We can get away with it when
we imagine Christ; of course, he was assumed in a physical human nature. But then we
quite wrongly think of, for example, God the Father as some old man, or we think of the
Holy Spirit as a dove. And then when we think of the devil, it has got to be some sort of
creature—ugly perhaps, but imaginable—and likewise a demon. But all this is wrong.
There’s no way we can imagine God. That’s why the first commandment is a
commandment against images: “Thou shall have no false gods before me. Thou shall
make no graven images.” We cannot picture the nature of the spiritual world. We cannot
picture the nature of our own souls. We cannot picture the nature of a mind. They’re all
beyond pictures!

Now what is being discussed today is the healing process Jesus used for many
troubled people. We cannot understand, of course, what is really meant by a demon, but
it is some profoundly twisted way of living, way of seeing, way of reacting to life. What
is remarkable is that Jesus does not allow demons to speak. That is not, of course, the
method used by modern psychiatrists or psychologists or therapists. They get people
rested and ask them just to pour their hearts out. And the basic program—if I may use
that word—is to reintegrate all parts of a person’s life. Are demons a part of a life?
Well, perhaps in some sense. But what this says is they’re parts that need to be
eliminated, expelled, gotten rid of—not integrated! As we develop for whatever
reason—and it’s pointless to go into a deep discussion of how this happens—but we do
end up with elements within our minds and within our souls that are basically evil, bad,
worthless. Trying to integrate them into our wholeness is really a wrong method; it will
not lead to health.

Not Permitting the Demons to Speak

Jesus has a different method. He expels what is negative. He eliminates what can’t
fit, and he forbids them to speak! You see, we can think of a demon as, in this sense,
something within us that can always explain itself, give reasons for its existence, promote
itself, defend itself, and make many demands upon us. If you think about it, we all have
demons in this sense. And Jesus’ method is not to allow them to speak or bring them into
integration with the whole, but to expel them.

Now Jesus has this power to do this because he knows the purpose of life, and he
knows what fits and what doesn’t fit. And that’s not a wisdom that a therapist has.
Indeed a therapist might do great damage by trying to do the same thing. A therapist
doesn’t have divine wisdom. A psychiatrist doesn’t know the reason for life, doesn’t
know what fits or what doesn’t fit. But Christ does, and that’s the point of the gospel. If
we want to be totally healthy, we have to go to the source of health, who is God, who is
embodied in Christ. And Christ knows what part of us is good and what isn’t, what we
should keep and what we shouldn’t. He is the true physician and, if I dare say, the true
psychiatrist, the true shaman, the one who really knows what is for our own good. And
we need to submit ourselves to his healing, to his direction, to his wisdom, and to his
power.

You notice before long the whole town was gathered outside the door? Because in
truth everybody needs healing somewhere in their being. They may be physically fit but
have something wrong with them somewhere else. So wherever there is something that
is not quite right in us, whether it’s physical, mental, emotional, psychological, or
whatever other adjective we can find to describe the complex beings we are, it is Jesus
Christ who is the true healer of body, mind, and soul. And if we submit to his wisdom
and his power, then we will find true wholeness and health in God.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Respond to Grace to Finish the Race
First Week in Ordinary Time
January 12, 2001 7:00 a.m. Heb 4:1-5, 11; Mk 2:1-12

Friday,

“Let us strive to enter into that rest, so that no one may fall in imitation of the example
of Israel’s unbelief.”
During the Christmas time we had readings from the First Letter of John; today we’re
reading from the Letter to the Hebrews. And both these letters are carrying on a theme
that’s very important, namely, that life is a constant challenge. There’s no such thing as
being saved once and for all, as you might hear people say. I know some churches have a
slogan: “Once saved, always saved.” That’s contradicted by both 1 John and Hebrews,
which stress the need for constant vigilance in our journey to God. It is possible to be a
believer and to fall into unbelief. It is possible to be graced and established in faith and
hope and love and lose those gifts because they are gifts—they’re not possessions! So
there are many false ideas about what it means to be born again or what it means to be
saved in the world today promoted by people who have a perhaps poor understanding of
Scripture as a whole.
But it’s important that we realize as John said, “We know what we are now; what we
shall be has not yet been revealed.” We know what we are now. What we are now are
adopted sons and daughters of God, and that is cause for great wonder and great
rejoicing. However to become what we shall be requires that we live according to what
we already are, that we live as sons and daughters of God, that we allow God’s heart to
draw us, that we allow our emotions and our thoughts and our choices to reflect what the
heart of the Father desires, that we recognize that there are many forces in ourselves and
in our society that would pull us away from the heart of the Father. And perhaps the
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greatest of all forces is the force of our own self-love, our own self-will--what we also
might call our “egoism”--that can draw us away from the heart of the Father, and it can
poison the soul and allow it then to lose the gifts that God has given.
So life needs to be lived in a sense on the brink, in this sense not with undo anxiety,
not with some sort of inappropriate or inordinate fear—surely not fear of death—but
rather clear awareness of our predicament! We are on a journey and we can stumble. We
are on a journey and we can get lost. We are on a journey and we can fail to reach the
goal. And with this in mind, we strive each day through prayer, through obedience,
which means to respond to the grace of the moment, to respond to the little pushes and
pulls that what we call “actual grace” makes in our lives. That’s what obedience is—
responding! So we continue to respond. And we continue to pray for others who are also
on a journey that they may also complete the race. St. Paul also uses the term “race” to
talk about the same thing. We need to finish the race.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Sharper than a Two-Edged Sword
First Week in Ordinary Time
January 13, 2001
8:00 a.m. Heb 4:12-16; Mk 2:13-17

Saturday,

“God’s word is living and effective, sharper than any two-edged sword. It penetrates
and divides soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the reflections and thoughts of
the heart.”
We are reading from the Letter to the Hebrews. And you can see from this letter that
the idea of the word of God is something very different from simply thinking of the word
of God as a synonym for the Bible. Many people think this way and talk this way as if
the word of God simply means the Bible. It does not! I’ll repeat: God’s word is living; it
penetrates. These are verbs. A living and penetrating power in our lives, and it divides
soul and spirit.
Now it’s very important that we allow the word of God to divide soul and spirit.
Many people don’t even know the difference between soul and spirit. And this becomes
a very serious problem if they really aspire to any growth in the spiritual realm. Soul is
the source of our own lives. Each person has a soul. It’s either godlike or it’s very
perverse. It’s either beautiful, filled with light, or it’s very dull and dark; but each person
has a soul.
The spirit, on the other hand, is not ourselves; spirit is God’s life in us—and our
higher potential. The Spirit gives many gifts, and if we don’t distinguish soul from spirit
we’ll assume those gifts are us, that we are they, that they are ours! And this happens all
the time! That’s why St. Paul in his Letter to the Corinthians warned us: “There are
many gifts, but only one Spirit.” The gifts are all given for service—service to the body,
service to the Church. They’re not for ourselves. When we identify with the gifts God
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gives us, then what happens is we become inflated, puffed up. This is becoming unreal,
not more real. We imagine we are growing, but we’re not growing. We’re actually being
reversed in the growth of the Spirit. And this can often happen as a person tries to make
some efforts in growth in the spiritual life because God’s gifts are manifold; they are
many. And God is very rich, and God is very generous. And God wants to bestow upon
us many gifts. But we have to acknowledge they are God’s! They’re not ours! They
don’t make us greater. In fact, if we really want to aspire to greatness, then we have to
aspire to serve everyone. The more we serve, the greater we are. In that sense a soul
does grow. But it grows not in a sense of its own glory or its own importance or its own
greatness. But it grows in a sense of God’s glory and God’s greatness. And indeed the
very boundaries of the soul are relaxed and they may even disappear. This some people
call “mystical union” with God.
But if we do not divide soul from spirit and we don’t allow the word of God to divide
soul from spirit, we simply get filled with self-importance, self-righteousness, even
arrogance and conceit—all because we have been graced by God—which is a kind of
terrible contradiction—not unrelated, incidentally, to the problems of the Pharisees in the
New Testament. Jesus said, “Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees. Don’t forget leaven
causes dough to rise. So we need the living and effective word of God to separate our
spirits from our soul so that we can really grow in a Spirit of Christ-likeness and humility
and obedient service, and that gradually all that divides us from others will fall away and
we will be truly one in the Spirit of Christ.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Now Is the Time for Wine Second Sunday in Ordinary Time/C
8:45 a.m. Is 62:1-5; 1 Cor 12:4-11; Jn 2:1-11

January 14, 2001

“My time has not yet come.”
We are reading today from the fourth gospel. The fourth gospel is very different from
the other three. The author, we often call him “John,” has a mystical vision. What does
that mean? Well, let’s contrast it with Matthew and Luke. Matthew and Luke tell the
story of Jesus the way you would arrange pictures in a family album. First of all, there
are baby pictures; and they start with the birth of Jesus. Then you have pictures of your
children growing up; and they have pictures of Jesus growing up, twelve years old in the
temple, later on his baptism. After that his ministry begins, and so on up to the
culmination of his death, which they see as a tragedy, a shame, and a crime. But John is
not looking at things this way at all. John begins his gospel “In the beginning,” meaning
the beginning of creation. His idea is that from the very beginning the creation itself
is God communicating; if you want to put it this way: God looking for an audience,
looking for someone to listen to his word. But no one can listen; there is no one to listen
until the creation of humanity. But although human beings can listen, they don’t; and
thus the world is full of darkness.
When Jesus says, “My time has not yet come,” the word “time” in John’s gospel
does not refer to our time, sequential time. It refers to the central moment of his life,
which is the crucifixion. For John every moment contains every other moment;
that’s not the way we think. And when Jesus says to his mother, “My time has not yet
come,” he means that “It is not yet time for the consummation of my life,” because Jesus
is always serving. He is always creating. He is the Word through whom everything that
is has come into being. Now the cross is the very reason why Jesus becomes human.
The incarnation, the enfleshment of the Word of God is for one purpose: to bring about
utter harmony and unity in a world of opposites, where life and death are perceived as
opposites although they are one really, where God and creation appear to be almost
opponents but are really meant to be one, where spirit and matter are experienced as
opposites but are meant to be one, where suffering and glory are seen as opposed to one
another but are indeed one, and they become one in the cross of Christ. This is hard for
even seasoned believers to comprehend. But John presents Jesus on the cross as
victorious and glorious. Why? Because he has risen above—on the cross he has
risen already—above all rancor and bitterness and distrust and suspicion and
resentment and pain and suffering! And he does not allow these forces in life to
poison his own being, his own relationship to the Father and his own relationship to
his own. Thus for John this is the turning point in the history of the world. It is the
transformation of human nature. From now on, in linear time, the eternal opens up as a
possibility for every single person.
Now even in the synoptic gospels we see the wedding feast as a symbol and a sign
of the kind of life God wants for everybody: a life of joy, a life of celebration, a life of
unity, a life of being surrounded by friends, the pleasure of good food and wine. All of
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these are hints of the abundance that God has in mind for all of us. The Feast of Cana
likewise symbolizes this, but there’s something terribly wrong. They have no more wine!
I was once invited to a wedding feast with no wine. It didn’t last too long! Until Christ
comes to the cross, human desire alone is not enough, not sufficient to effect the union
with God that we so desire. Good works are good. Good intentions are good. Good will
is good, but not good enough to overcome the darkness that threatens human existence.
Jesus tells his mother his time has not yet come, but nonetheless, anticipates the glory of
the cross by providing the wine that throughout the life of the Church has always
symbolized his blood poured out in forgiveness. Only divine love and forgiveness can
overcome the darkness that human beings have created by their own malice, selfishness
and unforgiveness. Jesus supplies what is lacking at the feast because he supplies
what is lacking in our nature.
We see that, according to St. John, Mary is the first disciple. She has utter
confidence in her Son. Notice she doesn’t tell him what to do--although some authors
say that she does, but she doesn’t. She merely tells him what’s wrong: “Son, they have
no more wine.” She has utter confidence that he will know what to do and, in fact in a
sense, inspires him to work his first sign. Indeed many signs, if not most, are dependent
upon some kind of faith to welcome them, to bring them forth. Mary supplies that faith.
And then the disciples begin to believe in him.
And this is meant, finally, as a model for our own lives, a model for the life of the
Church. Faith begets the intervention of God in many ways, and then that allows the
faith to grow. We are invited to be the one who, like Mary, invites Jesus to work in our
own lives to become a sign for others.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Coming to Believe
Funeral
Susan Chocol
Wis 3:1-9; Rom 6:3-9;
Jn 11:17-27

Thursday, January 18, 2001

“I have come to believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, he who is to come
into the world.”
We come to bury Susan, a lady who has lived many years—born in 1908 in
Czechoslovakia. Looking to that country, we can see it has gone through many changes
since 1908. First it was part of Austria-Hungary; then after 1918 it became an
independent country. Then after 1936 it was occupied by the Third Reich. Then in 1945
it was freed again. Then in 1948 it was occupied by the Soviets. Recently it has gained
its independence, and Czechoslovakia separated into two separate countries.
Now in the history of this country there is also a model for ourselves. We too go
through many changes. We go through many periods of time which are very dark and
troublesome. We also experience separations and upheavals. At times we’re occupied
by affairs that are heavy and erroneous and unwanted. And yet in all this there is
something which perdures. There is something in the spirit of the Czech Republic,
something in the spirit of Slovakia that will live and continue to grow and develop—
hopefully for the better. Now in our own personal lives we too experience many
differences, ups and downs; we experience positive and negative influences, and in all
this something perdures. We have to. We have to stay alive and grow until we can come
to that moment of culmination.
Now in our lives, one of the most important things is that we actually come to this
realization that Martha expresses in the gospel: “I have come to believe you are the
Messiah.” Now this is a process, this coming to believe. It did not happen apparently in
an instant. There was no bolt from the sky, although there are times, and some say there
is a bolt from the sky. Not for Martha—she came to believe! Most of us are like her; we
come to believe. And how do we do this? It is a matter of searching and praying. It is a
matter of reflecting on life. It’s a matter of being open to the power of the Spirit, which
is transcendent, which is beyond us, beyond ourselves.
Now this Spirit is the Spirit of God. God came into the flesh in the person of Jesus to
bring us a new sense of meaning and mission in life. Will God ever force this upon us?
No. Do we have to have this sense of meaning and mission in order to survive? No. But
without it the true meaning of our lives is lost.
Martha came to believe. Now Martha was a very impatient woman, at least in this
particular story she is rather impatient. She believed that God could have done
something for her that he didn’t. And there are a lot of us like Martha. A lot of us
believe that somehow God could do something for us: not take someone away or not take
something away or not put us together with someone or something that we are indeed
joined to. But the point is Martha came to believe. She came to see that she did not
really know God. That she really didn’t know, therefore, what was best for herself.

Coming to Believe

But God takes us wherever we are and he moves us along. Martha says, “I know he
will rise on the last day.” So Jesus wanted to help her see that faith is really not waiting
for something to happen tomorrow or the next day, but faith is actually recognizing God
already at work. Perhaps that’s actually a better way of talking about hope. Hope is
recognizing the harmony and the goodness and the value and the beauty that is already at
work in each of us, and beginning to rely on that, trust in that. Relying on the promises
of God is what the virtue of hope is about. And hope and faith go hand-in-hand.
Now you can see that Mary, Martha’s more contemplative sister, stayed at home. Is
that because she wasn’t concerned? No. Was that because she didn’t believe? No.
Mary perhaps—and I’m guessing to a point—Mary perhaps was already at peace because
in the quietness of her life, in her inward prayerfulness, she already knew in a way that
cannot be put into words the presence of God, the peace of God, the hope of God.
So if we go to Christ, we can be assured that God will come to us. He is already
approaching. What we need to do is to be open. What we need to be is truthful and
honest and teachable; and then we also can understand for ourselves what is meant when
Jesus said, “I am the resurrection and the life; whoever believes in me, though he should
die, will come to life, and whoever is alive and believes in me will never die.”
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“If he were on earth he would not be a priest, for there are priests already offering the
gifts which the law prescribes.”
Today we’re reading from the Letter to the Hebrews, and this letter laid the foundation
for the sacramental understanding the Church has of the Eucharist as sacrifice. In this
letter the author is pointing out something that we often forget or perhaps are not aware
of. By way of background we need to know that in Jerusalem there was a temple, and at
the very center of the temple in what was called the “Holy of Holies” there was a room
with an empty seat; and that seat was called the “kaporet,” meaning the mercy seat. So at
the very center of Jewish worship was the idea of God’s mercy; however, this mercy was
not necessarily dispensed universally, with great frequency, or with a great deal of
generosity. I do not want to sound too harsh. There is much in the Old Testament, there
is much in the psalms, about God’s love and his “Hesid,” his loving mercy and kindness;
but it was loving mercy and kindness particularly for his people, and particularly for the
obedient and righteous among the people.
Now in this empty room God dwelt. It was cut off from the rest of the temple by a
very heavy curtain. Into that room once a year, and only once a year, the high priest
would enter; and that day was called “Yom Kippur,” Day of Atonement. The seat was
called the “kaporet,” the mercy seat, so this is the connection between the name and the
day Yom Kippur and the seat, kaporet. And on the one day of the year the high priest
would enter and pour forth the blood of the sacrifice that had been offered on that day,
the sacrifice of atonement. The high priest’s role was to represent all the people of the
covenant before the mercy seat of God. And the role of the blood was that the blood had
a sanctifying, purifying, cleansing symbolism. So the people understood that on this day
all their sins were forgiven. Now this sacrifice took place only once a year, but it took
place every year. Now it may have been that the high priest entered the sanctuary at
other occasions, but not for sacrifice--perhaps to offer incense. But this once a year
occasion was the holiest day for the Jewish worship.
Now the Letter to the Hebrews is saying that Jesus is the high priest, who enters not
the earthly temple but the heavenly temple of which the earthly was a copy, because as it
says here: “They offer worship in a sanctuary which is only a copy and shadow of the
heavenly one.” So Jesus entered into the true inner sanctum of heaven, where the Father
dwells, and offered to the Father the blood of his own life. For what? To purify all those
who believe in him from sin, to cleanse them, to restore them to a right relationship with
God. So his priestly life is not a matter of the past; it’s a matter of the eternal present. It
is not correct to say that Jesus sacrificed--in the past tense--himself; it is correct to say
Jesus is now sacrificing himself, because the sacrifice is the ritual of pouring the blood.
The sacrifice involves the action of interceding; so as Jesus is now interceding for us, he
is a living sacrifice.

The Living Sacrifice of Eucharist

And if we understand this, we understand then the words of the Eucharistic prayer,
where Christ is referred to as the “living sacrifice of praise,” for example--where we are
invited to share in offering Christ. Why? Because he is now offering himself. It’s not
simply a matter of remembering what happened long ago. It is a matter of becoming part
of what is now the mystical reality of heavenly life, where God in Christ is interceding
for all of his brothers and sisters and for the life really of the entire world, that we may all
be joined together in peace and justice, that all the walls that divide people may be
broken down. That is the meaning of atonement. Atonement brings the unity between
God and the human race and within the human race. So the work of Eucharist is a work
of atonement, and it’s a work going on now. And we are invited to share in it. But we
recognize that it is because of Jesus’ willingness to endure death, to endure suffering, to
endure passion, that we are able to offer the sacrifice, that we are able to become atoned
for, that we are able to find the unity and the peace signified in the Eucharist.
So as we come to Eucharist, we do not come to watch. We do not come merely to
remember—we of course remember the words of institution, the words in which Jesus
interpreted his death as a death of forgiveness. “Take and drink. This is the cup of my
blood, the blood of the new and everlasting covenant poured out so that sins may be
forgiven.” So Jesus understood very well the significance of his death, and that
significance is a living significance. It lives in heaven eternally, but it needs to live on
earth as well, and only can live on earth through the mindful worship of believers. And
this is why we’re gathered together.
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Friday,

“He named twelve as his companions whom he would send to preach the good news;
they were likewise to have authority to expel demons.”
Again this is an opportunity to discuss the difference between Jesus’ strategy and the
strategy we find today in modern psychotherapy. They do deal with the same problem
but in a very different way. This idea of demons is today called “sub-personalities,” or
sometimes called “personae,” plural for “persona,” the Latin word for mask. And the
idea is that we are not always the one, singular, same person. We have different, you
might say, sides, or we have different aspects; we have different sub-personalities. The
famous story of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde is a literary example of that idea. Here we have
a man who outwardly is a very fine doctor, but inwardly he is full of all kinds of
villainous qualities; and these are hidden--so the idea of Mr. Hyde, the hidden part, the
shadow part of this otherwise exemplary English doctor. Well, this idea is found, of
course, in many different, you might say, stories, many different examples, the idea
always the same: the idea of plurality or multiplicity at the root of our being.
Going back to Scripture, God revealed himself to Moses as “I AM who AM.” This
means that the feeling of “I” at the core of our person, personhood, personality, whatever
you want to call it, this is the image of God. In God there is no further identification.
God simply says, “I AM who AM.” That is the image of God. But the problem is we in
our limitations, in our smallness, always add something. I am this. It could even be very
natural: I am hungry; I am tired; I am tall; I am rich; I am poor; I am important; I am not
important, whatever. That’s the problem. Now some of these predicates, if you want to
call them that, these modifications, are true; some of them are false. The false ones are
the trouble! “False I’s” they’ve been called—evil even, “evil I’s.”
These are the demons that Jesus sends his apostles to expel. Why? The basic
principle is this: there can be no compromise between truth and falsity. What is not true
about us, is not true! Modern psychotherapy is always trying to integrate everything.
Modern psychotherapy says we have to get in touch with every part of us and bring it all
into one. This is not Jesus’ strategy. Why? Because not all of it’s true. So we have to
learn, in the biblical understanding and the gospel understanding, we have to learn to
distinguish parts of ourselves which are really and truly part of what God has created and
what is not. So we have to recognize that there exists within us false sides, false little
personae, false sub-personalities—whatever you want to call them. I know they’re all
rather poor terms; the Bible simply calls them “demons.” And they need to be expelled
from us; we need to separate from them.
So this itself calls for discrimination. And although I do believe the biblical narrative
gives the impression the apostles just went out and did this, actually in the experience of
the Church we recognize that the individual—we all have demons—the individual has to
be part of the healing process, because otherwise we’ll fall right back into the same
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problem. Jesus mentioned that little situation when he says that “sometimes the last state
is worse than the first.” It isn’t that the apostles or the Church or God’s ministers don’t
have the power to bring healing, but it’s not a matter of mere power. We have to grow
inwardly. We have to fill ourselves with what is truthful, what is honest, what is real.
And if we don’t, what is false will come back into the vacuum! So we go to Christ for
healing, but part of going to Christ is not only subjecting ourselves to his power but also
to his wisdom. We need the wisdom of Christ, the wisdom of God, to know what is true
about ourselves and what is not true.
Now it’s very clear in other people how false they are or how they entertain
falsehoods—especially the young. For example, when I talk to eighth graders asking,
“What do you want to be when you grow up?” you know, many of them come up with
the most absurd ideas! For example, I remember one particular case of this boy--and he
was a rather heavy boy and rather awkward--and he said he wanted to be a football
player. I said, “Well, do you play football now?” He said, “No.” I said, “Well, how are
you ever going to become a football player if you don’t play now?” It’s a false ideal. He
did not have the makings of a football player. If I were to imagine myself as being a
violinist, that would be false. It’s not that there is anything evil about a violin, but it
would be wrong for me because I don’t have the hearing that would allow myself to
become a musician. I can’t distinguish enough the different notes. So I should not
imagine myself being a great violinist because I can’t be one—or any musician! I don’t
have certain qualities that are needed for this. So what is false for me is not necessarily
false for you.
So this is why it’s important that we understand this. These demons are being
expelled because they are not good for the person who has them; there’re not in
themselves necessarily evil. And that’s the whole idea. There may be nothing
intrinsically evil, but it may be evil for me. If I pursue a goal that is wrong for me, well,
it’s wrong. It’s wasting my life; it’s wasting my time. And there are many such demons
in people, many such false ideas; and they waste a great deal of their lives, even when
they choose a partner, they choose a wrong partner. It isn't because that person is an evil
person, but he or she is not good for me, he or she is not good for this person. And when
God comes to bring us healing, he brings us truthfulness! He brings us reality. Now the
reality we have to accept in life may not be the one we want! Who Wants to Be a
Millionaire? apparently is a very popular program. Why do people want to be
millionaires? Is it necessarily evil to be a millionaire? No. But what is the proper way to
become a millionaire? To produce something that’s so valuable people want it. That
would be an honest, truthful, meaningful way to become a millionaire. But just to go on
to a program and to get something for nothing, is that an honest and truthful way of
living? No, it isn’t. Are those desires holy? No, they’re not. They’re false. We have to
see this and be rid of them.
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“He has sent me to proclaim liberty to captives and recovery of sight to the blind,
to let the oppressed go free, and to proclaim a year acceptable to the Lord.”
In today’s gospel we have the evangelist Luke’s version of Jesus coming to express
his own mission in the world, and the mission of Jesus in the world has to be the same
as the mission of his people. There must be continuity, as there is continuity between
the mission of Jesus and the teachings Isaiah. Now on the surface this doesn’t seem like
a very religious mission. It’s not really about establishing an institution or striving for
members. It’s not about an organization at all. It’s really about changing the world in
three primary ways.
The first way: liberty to captives. Thomas Jefferson listed liberty along with life
and the pursuit of happiness as one of the fundamental, inalienable rights given to all by
the Creator. However too often we see liberty as merely freedom from, in other words, in
a negative way. We don’t see liberty as freedom to, in a positive way; but it is! It is a
powerful “power to do” that entails a great responsibility. A society that does not
affirm the responsibility entailed in liberty and living freely creates a new form of
captivity, because irresponsible people are captive of their own undisciplined
impulses; and this we all can see for ourselves. It would seem that by the end of the
twentieth century the world could be divided into two different forms of captivity: those
nations and countries that are captive to a lack of liberty, and those nations and countries
that are captive to a lack of responsibility. As followers of Christ how can we proclaim
liberty to captives?
The second point on the agenda: recovery of sight to the blind. Blindness is not
merely a physical phenomenon, especially in Scripture. Jesus spoke of the beam in the
eye. A beam is a blind spot that we have about ourselves, something we don’t see.
Societies also have blind spots. The blind spot of our society is that it doesn’t see the
complex interdependence between ourselves and nature, the nature we think we have
a right to transform, despoil, use or abuse, alter or waste just because we can. In fact,
there is the principle, perhaps unspoken, in the minds of most Western cultures: “If we
can, we have a right to do it!” And this is a very dangerous principle. It has already
created serious problems in our environment. It has caused the loss of innumerable
species. But even more so, human beings themselves are falling victim to this basic
principle. If people are weak or poor or simple or primitive, they are expendable if
someone with power wants to expend them, if they get in the way of the wishes and
desires of those with power. In our own era the unborn are the weakest and poorest
and the most primitive, and they have no rights. Our blind spots may move, but they
don’t disappear. Giving sight to the blind means showing others that all creation is one
unifying reality—or organism, you might even say—that we are one, that we are not
separated and cannot be from the world we live in. Indeed, the “Golden Rule,” treating
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others, as we would like to be treated, is simply a matter of being kind to ourselves,
because all beings at every moment of time are all connected and part of a whole
that includes all and everything. This insight is rare today. To be indifferent to the
destruction of human life, or for that matter the meaningless and pointless destruction of
any life, is to be completely lacking in divine love, which is another way of saying to be
completely lacking in God who is love. We can already see, if we look, the various
consequences of this kind of indifference all around us. How shall we, as disciples of
Christ, restore sight to the blind?
Point number three: let the oppressed go free. There have always been forms of
tyranny on earth, the oppression of the weak by the strong. There have always been
whole classes of people excluded from power, and therefore oppressed; for example,
slaves or foreigners, especially when the foreigners are poor or primitive like native
populations. And also if we were to be truthful, we would have to say women in general
have been without power. Today we pride ourselves on the great progress we have made
in eliminating injustices; and we have eliminated some, but others remain. The unborn
today have no legal status in most cases. The elderly are targeted by some, and later
after that perhaps the infirm or perhaps the mentally deficient, and when will it
stop? And the question really is how have the helpless become our enemies? And how
can we set the oppressed free?
Now you can see that if we accept the challenge of today’s gospel, we have a great
work ahead of us. We have the agenda, but we have no strategy; that has to come
from our own imagination, our own good will, and our own efforts. But we have to
realize first and foremost that everything is connected. The way we think and the way we
feel about others, about life, about God, all of this is connected to the way we live, the
decisions we make, and the society that then proceeds from us. All of this is really about
how we think and feel about God, about life, and about the ultimate concerns of our
world. In a word, it’s all about religion.

2

Jesus’ Mission Statement

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Open Rejection of God
Third Week in Ordinary Time Monday, January 22, 2001
7:00 a.m.
Heb 9:15, 24-28;
Mk 3:22-30 (St. Vincent)

“I give you my word, every sin will be forgiven mankind and all the blasphemies men
utter, but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will never be forgiven.”

There are times when Jesus speaks in a very determined, concise, and narrow way. It
would seem this is not his habit, his way being very definitely a wide and generous,
gentle approach to life, introducing human beings to a loving Father. But, after all, we
have to recognize that human beings are being invited to respond. And sometimes the
response is negative; sometimes the human response to God’s invitation is no. And
sometimes that no is absolute, irrevocable, with full force of the human will and spirit.
And that is what is here called “blasphemy against the Holy Spirit.”

We can talk about many different kinds of religions; and if we are really open minded,
we can find value in all of them. But if we are sensible and discriminating, we can also
see problems and difficulties in all of them. This, of course, is due to human nature itself.
Our capacity for good and evil is never clearly overcome, so even our attempts to be
good and our attempts to follow God are going to be compromised. This is just part of
life. And Jesus accepts it quite well. He even accepts quite well that people will reject
him, and yet even they can be forgiven. But there’s one thing that cannot be forgiven,
and that is the rejection of God when God is manifesting himself clearly, you might say,
miraculously, beyond the order of nature, beyond the wall of appearances, where God is
doing God’s work without any doubt: that is the Holy Spirit. And the Holy Spirit is
manifested in our world in this way—sometimes—not often.

We can say that every single day God appears to us indirectly—indirectly! We can
find God in the beauty of nature. We can find God in the love of friendship. We can find
God in many ways—that’s indirect. But then there are times when God directly touches
us, as in today’s reading when Jesus is actually delivering people from the evil that binds
them. That is a direct, miraculous, supernatural intervention of God in human life; and if
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in those moments if people call that evil, then they’re lost, because they don’t then have
any God to follow because that is God! And so the possibility that people turn away
from God is there because we are free. And Jesus does not pull any stops. He is not one
to mince words when it comes to ultimate truths.

Today we keep in mind persecuted Christians throughout the world. Now there are
many reasons for persecution. Not all persecutions are actually motivated by hatred of
God or blasphemy of the Holy Spirit. Sometimes, in fact quite often, that is not at all the
motivation. For example, Herod killed John the Baptist because in a sense he was a
nuisance, not because Herod necessarily hated the truth; in fact, he was drawn to the
truth. When we read about the Roman Martyrs and Nero and Caligula, they didn’t
necessarily hate Christ or hate the Holy Spirit. But Christians were a nuisance; they were
marching to a different drummer. They had a God different from the state. And so we
see the same situation in many countries: Japan, Korea, Vietnam. We see it also in
England in the time of Becket and Thomas More. None of them were really killed or
persecuted because of blasphemy against the Holy Spirit, but nonetheless, it can happen.
It can happen that someone really hates the work of God when it’s right in their face!

So we pray for those victims of this hatred. We pray for persecuted Christians
regardless of the motivation of the persecution. We acknowledge the Holy Spirit’s power
to work anywhere at anytime—beyond the scope, beyond the limits and boundaries of
our understanding of God or theology or Church or sacrament. And we need to be aware
that whenever the Holy Spirit comes into our presence, we need to be open and reverent
and accepting. “He spoke thus because they had said, ‘He is possessed by an unclean
spirit.’”
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We are reading from the Letter to the Hebrews. Jesus is quoting from the Old
Testament: “Sacrifice and offering you did not desire, but a body you have prepared for
me; holocausts and sin offerings you took no delight in.”

This might be a good time to pause and reflect on the meaning of sacrifice. Sacrifice
goes back to prehistoric time associated with the hunt, associated with the ritual of eating
and the recognition that food is a great gift. If we put ourselves back in time and think of
what it must have been like to survive during the last ice age, we will realize something
of the gratitude that people must have felt to eat. We who are so blessed with food often
don’t realize the great gift of food, but the prehistoric people who dwelled in the tundras
surely did. And they ritualized the hunt and the preparation of food and eating, and this
became a sacred meal and a sacred moment for them. And this became then something
that was passed down to later generations.

We see in the Old Testament that, again, all sacrifices have to do with food, not only
game but also fruit. Whenever this occurred I don’t know, but it happened at some point
that fruit was brought into the idea of sacrifice. Now in all this there’s a sacred character
to eating and sense of presence. For Jesus, and indeed for all Jews, the meal was a sacred
moment. To invite someone to dine with you was to invite someone into a moment of
intimacy. And much of this has been lost in our modern culture with fast food and
grabbing food on the run, and so on.

And yet even in the ancient times—by ancient I mean the Old Testament and the time
of Christ—already, even there the sacred quality or the sacred characteristics of eating
had been lost. And apparently the rituals had become something done for their own sake
without a sense of their original meaning. And even the prophets had told people that
they misunderstood the whole notion of sacrifice: the original meaning was this is a
blessing for you. Originally it was a time of expressing gratitude to God for blessings,
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also petition for more blessings. But something was perverted in the transmission. And
the idea came about that somehow people were doing something for God; and this the
prophets opposed and even ridiculed. And even in the psalms occasionally God speaks
saying, “If I were hungry, I would not tell you. Do you think I eat the bulls and drink the
blood?” So sacrifice is not something we do for God.

Sacrifice is a way we have of expressing our gratitude and our union and our desire
for more of God’s blessings. Jesus says, “I have come to do your will.” What sacrifice
symbolizes, Jesus effected in his life. He came to bless God in his body. He came into
the world to express, even in his physical life, a sense of gratitude to the Creator, to his
Father, to recognize that all life is gift; and thus he became a sacrifice! And that’s the
meaning of this passage.

Now it’s into that kind of life he invites his believers, so that we become the sacrifice
we offer to the Father. We only can become a sacrifice when we realize we’re not giving
God anything. We are expressing in a life of obedience, in a life of devotion, in a life of
service, and a life of love, we are expressing the gratitude that’s proper to us for whom
everything is gift. If everything is gift, then the only way we can live naturally is to
become a gift; and Jesus enables us to do this. And we continue to offer Jesus to the
Father in the Eucharist; and we continue to offer ourselves as well, because we can all
say, “I have come to do your will.”
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Today we celebrate the conversion of St. Paul; and it is good to know that St. Paul
was, before his conversion, already very enthusiastic about God and God’s ways, though
from a later point of view he said that he misunderstood them. Well, what we can learn
from this is that even when he was a devout follower of the law, he was doing God’s
work as he saw it.
And that involved persecuting Christ; and that is exactly what Jesus told him he was
doing: “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” He didn’t say, why do you persecute the
Church, or why do you persecute Christians, or why do you persecute my followers; he
said, “Why do you persecute me?” This is the question, and Paul said, “Who are you?”
So he did not know this face of God, this person and this personality, Jesus, the risen one.
But he was already very devout, very full of God.
So we look at ourselves and we look at our world and we see that there can be very
sincere people who are full of God and doing what they believe God wants, but they can
be very ignorant of this person, this face, this human image of God, Jesus Christ. So we
see that the role of the Church is to show the face of Christ, the face of God, the image of
God, who is Christ, to the world. We are not necessarily to bring God to the world
because in many ways people already have God, but they have God in a way that is
somehow incomplete and perhaps even going in the wrong direction. To persecute, for
example, really anyone for the sake of God is to misunderstand God.
What the cross tells us is that we cannot understand God without seeing the suffering
of Jesus and the suffering of all humanity, because Jesus envelops and embraces all
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suffering in himself. So if we think we can get to God by somehow going around
suffering or even by creating suffering, we’re terribly mistaken. But it is different being
terribly mistaken from being evil. So the world is full of people who are terribly
mistaken but not evil; they’re really sincere, and they really want to do what’s right, but
they don’t know what that is!
And the Church’s role is to show them what that is by showing them the humanity of
Christ, the one who said to Paul, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” This is the one
we must hold up to the world so that all those who really, sincerely seek God will find
God in the suffering of Christ, in the humanity of Christ, in the love of Christ, in the
forgiveness of Christ. This is the way God wants to work; this is God’s sovereign choice
to bring salvation to the world. And so while we acknowledge the goodness of others, we
must redouble our own efforts to bring Christ to the world. We mustn’t assume that
because people’s consciences are good, that therefore they are on the right path. This is a
terrible presumption! The path--the only path--God has set up for us is the path of Christ,
the way, the truth, the life.
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“For this reason, I remind you to stir into flame the gift of God bestowed when my
hands were laid on you.”

This is a letter attributed to St. Paul, although it’s unlikely that St. Paul himself
actually wrote it; internal evidence from the letter indicates that it was written about the
middle of the second century—whereas St. Paul was martyred in Rome in the year 67—
but St. Paul had many disciples and you might even say a school of disciples who
continued his work and continued his writings.

Here we have a pastoral epistle, a letter written to a leader, a pastor, a bishop, a
presbyter, in Asia Minor, Timothy. And he is encouraging Timothy to stir into flame the
gift of God. This is something that we perhaps do not think about, but the gift of God can
be sometimes thought of as a glowing ember. A glowing ember is full of potential, but in
itself it does not really burn or flame. And so the author says—and no matter who the
author, the author is inspired by God—the author says, “Stir into flame the gift.” And
that’s something we need to do as followers of Christ: to stir into flame the gift that we
have been given.

Now when we are confirmed, the bishop or the priest lays his hand on our heads and
evokes the power of the Holy Spirit. And we must never think that we are lacking in the
gift. And the teaching of the Church is that the gift is given! The gift indeed is given at
our Baptism in the first place, but then the gift and power of the Holy Spirit is sealed in
us by the sacrament of Confirmation. So there’s no lack of gift, but there’s often a lack
of flame because we don’t stir it into flame. We allow the gift of God to just be an
ember. And of course as you probably know, embers can die out! That’s what this
author is getting at: that the gift of God can die out in our lives.

Stir into Flame

And the gift of God has to be thought of as a source of heat. And heat is, of course,
the source of transformation. When we’re really alive with the heat of God, we are alive
in love. And love transforms us; it really makes us godly. Who is God? God is love. So
if we are godly, we are full of love; and love can do anything! And if we want to look at
our world and just in a very simple way describe what’s wrong, we say that it is loveless!
Or another way of putting it: it is full of self-love, which is narrow and restricted and
capable of anything. Self-love can motivate every kind of war and every kind of crime.
But the love of God is a love which gives and changes people from within. And this is
the flame that our author today is encouraging Timothy to stir up within himself.

So partly people, I think, wait passively for God to do something. They wonder why
does God allow a world like this? Well, that’s all explained by the very nature of
freedom. God has created human beings with the freedom to accept or reject him. But
the freedom to accept or reject is not simply black and white. There are many shades,
shades of orange, of glowing embers not quite alive, but just more or less there. We need
to bring that glowing orange into the bright flame of fire. And that really is our work; it’s
actually our work—that’s what the author says. We shouldn’t just wait for the Holy
Spirit. The Holy Spirit has already been given. We shouldn’t wait for somebody else;
we should do it ourselves.

“Stir up into flame the gift of God. . . . The Spirit God has given us is no cowardly
spirit.” Cowardliness is one of the primary elements you find in our world today—
cowardliness and cynicism, a lack of courage and a lack of the sense that God is present
and capable of carrying out his will and purpose, provided we cooperate. The sort of
faith that this author is talking about is a faith that really believes so much, that there’s no
fear left. Jesus said, “Fear is useless. What is needed is trust.” But if we really trust, we
will not have any negativity within us. We won’t be negative even about sin because we
will see that this itself is being redeemed by God. So this is now the work we have to
reflect upon. The Spirit God has given us is one that makes us strong, loving, and wise.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Faith—Assurance and Courage
Third Week in Ordinary Time
Saturday,
January 27, 2001 8:00 a.m. Heb 11:1-2, 8-19; Mk 4:35-41 (St. Angela Merici)

Today’s two readings give us two different angles on the very important issue of faith.
The Letter to the Hebrews says, “Faith is confident assurance concerning what we hope
for, and conviction about things we do not see.” In the gospel Jesus addresses his
disciples saying, “Why are you terrified? Why are you lacking in faith?” These are two
different sides to a single mysterious quality that is spoken of many times in Scripture.

First of all, if we want to talk about faith, we could talk about a general, basic trust in
life itself; and we could see that a child has this basic trust and faith, if he or she has been
born into the world in a loving family. Now we know, very sadly, that there are some
children who have been born into an untrustworthy family, a place where his or her needs
are not met. And we can see how such children grow up without this fundamental, basic
trust; and we can see how such persons as these would have a hard time developing faith
in any sense. Although with God nothing is impossible, but nonetheless, in the order of
nature, we can see how difficult this sort of background would make believing and
trusting. But as we grow, we have to grow in that basic sense of the goodness of life, the
reliability of life, because just as a child responds to his or her mother and father and
other family members in a sort of unconscious acceptance, so we have to grow in a more
conscious realization that all life stems from the benevolence of God, the care and the
love of God; and there is no other reason for life.

Now as Hebrews says, “Faith is confident assurance concerning what we hope for.”
Yes, that’s an element. Assurance is cognitive--some might say intellectual. That’s a
side of faith; it’s not all of it however. Faith has to be more than merely confident
assurance—but it is that. And conviction—it’s also that. We see in Scripture in certain
places where Jesus talks about faith as conviction: believing that, for example, he is from
the Father, or believing that he is the bread of life, that he gives truly his own body,
blood, and so on. So there are convictions also that are involved about things we do not
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see. So this side of faith is tied to humility, that we don’t really see everything that is, but
we acknowledge that God is the source of all things, visible and invisible.

So as we move on then to the boat and the disciples, we see that faith has to grow into
a form of courage. Why? Because our lives are like this boat; and they’re often tossed
by winds and shipping water, and we often feel as though we are going to drown. And
sometimes our prayers to God sound like this: “Doesn’t it matter to you that we are going
to drown?” That may well be our sentiments about God. But Jesus does not return with
an apology, nor mind you does he return with assurances or convictions--however good
they may be—but he returns with a rebuke and a question: “Why are you so frightened?
Why are you lacking in faith?” Faith has to be more than simply an assurance. Faith has
to be courage to deal with the storms of life. In this sense faith is truly a virtue; that
means a strength, a power in our very souls, within the very character of our being.

Now this kind of faith is not possible for an infant; it’s way beyond mere trust, and yet
without the trust of an infant it will have no basis. So faith has to grow, and as it grows it
doesn’t simply become more of what it was before; it also becomes something
different—it is transformed! The very nature of an infant is the infant is helpless. But
the point here is the disciples are really no longer helpless, but they act as if they are or
they think themselves to be—but they are not! The problem is they’re overlooking faith
as virtue, as courage, in the moment of distress, in the moment of fear, in the moment of
anxiety. It’s strength; it’s calm, and it’s an assurance of a sort but not an intellectual,
cognitive one as much as a very existential and emotional one—an assurance that yes,
God is in our boat. He has come to share our storms as well as our peace, so why should
we be afraid?

2

Faith—Assurance and Courage

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Our Unique Call by God Fourth Sunday in Ordinary Time/C January 28, 2001
7:00 a.m. Jer 1:4-5, 17-19; 1 Cor 12:31—13:13; Lk 4:21-30

“The word of the Lord came to me saying: Before I formed you in the womb I
knew you, before you were born I dedicated you, a prophet to the nations I
appointed you.”

This text is taken from the scroll of Jeremiah. It applies to Jeremiah; it applies to
Jesus, and to some degree it applies to all of us. What it brings up is an issue that is one
of the most important issues that every single person who desires to be a spiritual person,
a spiritual man or woman, a real disciple of Christ, has to ask himself or herself: After
all, who am I? Sadly, some people never really get to this question, or they don’t realize
its importance.

Jeremiah is not privileged or unique in being known before his conception. We are all
known before we come to be. This is the point, and it’s a powerful point if we allow it to
affect us. Ordinarily, when we think of who we are, when we think of ourselves, we
think about where we come from in terms of our parents, our families. We think about
our experiences. Perhaps we even think about our sisters and brothers. Perhaps we think
about our circumstances, financial and otherwise, of our upbringing. But none of these
factors really answer the question who am I. I am not the product of my upbringing in
this deep, spiritual sense. I am not the product of my parents. I am not the product of my
family. I am not the product of my experience. There’s something else there, something
this reading is calling on us to consider, something deeper, more personal.

Now science tells a wonderful story about the origin of the earth and the origin of life
on earth; and it’s very much a part of our story, but it’s not the whole picture. Apart from
all the vagarities of evolution and genetics and human experience, there is something
unique about each and every human being; and this uniqueness is not merely physical,
and it cannot be explained in physical terms. Human beings—every one of us is
formed to be somebody by God, called by name! Each human being has a purpose on
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earth, and each human being has in irreplaceable part of the whole, the great body of
creation. Indeed, one of the most important enterprises we can engage in is this
questioning: What are we here for? What is my personal purpose on earth? It will
always have something to do with God’s work.

The image in today’s first reading and the image in today’s third reading, the gospel,
is an image of a prophet sent. Not perhaps all of us are prophets, as St. Paul says, but
we’re all sent with various gifts. The work of God is always centered on love. This is
the witness of the second reading. It is love that makes all our gifts efficacious. And
without love nothing we do and nothing we are has any real lasting value.

Jeremiah himself--if you read his scroll you will see--argued with God. And this we
might consider natural: to argue with God about being called. He said, “I am too young.”
Well, that’s a good excuse--until you get older, then you have to say, I’m too old! We’re
never too young. We’re never too old. And we’re never too middle! But we can be too
busy, too occupied with some other self—not the true self God has made us to be, but
someone else and something else that perhaps we have invented. And we can be too
preoccupied with that and with its agenda in life. Or we can be too afraid to be truly
honest and open. How many people waste years of their lives because they never want
to listen for the clues, the intimations, that would lead them in life where they fit, where
they belong—not because this life would be easy, not because this life would be
successful, not because this life would be comfortable? It might not be! But as Mother
Teresa of Calcutta pointed out, “We’re not called to be successful; we’re just called to be
faithful.” But faithful to what? Faithful to the calling each of us has been given by
God! And this really is the call of this reading, that we consider this and reflect on our
lives in light of it.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Solidarity with the Poor
8:45 a.m.
Jer 17:5-8;

Sixth Sunday in Ordinary Time/C February 11, 2001
1 Cor 15:12, 16-20;
Lk 6:17, 20-26

“And raising his eyes toward his disciples he said: ‘Blessed are you who are poor,
for the kingdom of God is yours.’”
The words of Jesus are not always easy for us to hear or listen to because they may not
seem relevant. Today’s gospel addresses the poor, and most of us are not really poor.
We may be poor in something. Maybe we’re poor spellers or poor in math, but this poor
means “struggling to survive”; this poor means “on the margins of life”! And, in the
history of the world, the vast majority of people have been “struggling to survive” and
“on the margins of life.” We here today are the elite when taking the history of the world
as a whole.
Nonetheless, we have to see that Christ’s teachings are all integral; and it’s deeply
selfish of us to merely listen to those things that seem to apply to us at this particular
moment, however natural it is that some things do seem to touch us at one moment more
than at another. If we are serious in our desire to follow Christ as his disciples, we
need to listen to the whole gospel and make the whole gospel part of our lives, for
each part belongs to Jesus’ vision of what he is about, what God is about, what the world
is about. All this may be summed up in the phrase “kingdom of God.” So if we find a
message in Scripture not something we need to hear, then perhaps it’s something we need
to proclaim because our work as disciples is proclaiming the full message of Christ to
others, including this one: “Blessed are you who are poor, for the kingdom of God is
yours.”
Indeed, one of the most crucial ways in which believers, in which the Church, spreads
the good news of Christ is to bring hope to the poor. Perhaps we, privileged as we are,
do not realize one of the greatest burdens of poverty is not simply the lack of money or
the physical needs and wants, but it is the spiritual deflation that the poor suffer as
they experience their own powerlessness, as they experience their own inability to
compete in a world that is more or less “dog eat dog.” Jesus responds to this
powerlessness and this sense of despair by addressing directly not the physical wants or
needs—don’t forget his temptation: to turn stones into bread! This is something he
resisted! No, he addresses the downtrodden spirits, the poor, by telling them who
they really are. And this is a message they will not hear from the world. This is a
message they did not hear from religious leaders. This is a message that only comes from
God directly through the Word of God, who is Christ. So he tells them that “Your proper
place is in the heart of the Father. Your proper place is as a citizen of the kingdom God
is preparing, even now on earth, even now at this very moment, in spite of your present
exclusion from the dominion of money and power. In spite of that, you are truly citizens
of God’s kingdom.” Jesus realizes in a profound way the only way to help the poor is
to help them see their own dignity, to help them see how God looks at them, regards
them, what God desires for them. This is the work of the Word of God: transforming
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ideas, feelings, attitudes, and perspectives. And God works this way in a very human,
internal way through the human spirit--raising up from within, not aiding from outside.
This counters the whole sense of fatalism that is the most common viewpoint and
attitude and philosophy that has always existed among the masses of suffering in the
world, a fatalism that deprives the powerless of any sense of hope, of any sense that
things can change. And indeed, the philosophy and the teachings of traditional societies
has never encouraged the idea of change—never! This having been said, it would be
wrong to conclude that Jesus now expects the poor, having been alerted to their dignity,
to, as the cliché goes, “raise themselves up by their own bootstraps.” The fact is, given
the nature of life as we know it, only half the population of the world can be above
average; and actually the vast majority are centered more or less in the middle. Some
people cannot, as it were, “pull themselves up.” Nonetheless, they are not to be
without hope; they are not to be without vision. And it is our work as disciples of
Christ to provide this as best we can.
And in fact Christ warns the rich of their impending doom because wealth can make
people complacent and self-satisfied. And no true disciple of Christ can be
complacent or self-satisfied when indeed multitudes are in want. It is incompatible
with the truth of God’s love. It is incompatible with the truth of God’s Fatherhood of all.
Thus every believer needs to work in solidarity with the poor for a just world, a
world where no one is deprived of hope or opportunity because of the arrangements
or structures that human beings have set up. Now this does not mean that poverty
will evaporate. Drought, famine, ignorance, natural disasters will not magically
disappear. People will continue to suffer; but a society can appear where justice,
hope, and opportunity work together to allow all God’s children to partake in the
bounty of creation, a bounty God intends for all—not just for those who are skilled in
taking it.
It is the work of the Church to proclaim this possibility and this vision especially to
those who don’t have it and to cooperate with its unfolding. Each of us can do this. We
can do it:
¾ in our own homes by the values we share with our children. We can do this
¾ at work by the way in which we conduct ourselves,
¾ the way we influence other people. And if we have managerial positions, we can
have a greater influence! We do this
¾ in our social interaction in our neighborhoods,
¾ in our awareness of what government is doing and our response to it. We do this
¾ in community involvement in hundreds of various possibilities—or we can forget
about all of it and become complacent. Then woe is us!
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
When No Sign Will Be Given
February 12, 2001 7:00 a.m.

Sixth Week in Ordinary Time
Gn 4:1-15, 25; Mk 8:11-13

Monday,

We have in Scripture certain differences of opinion that might seem like
contradictions, and literally are contradictions--but not really, for to understand Scripture
we have to understand the original meaning behind the inspiration. For example, the
psalm says, “Taste and see the goodness of the Lord.” “Taste and see the goodness of the
Lord” means that it’s perfectly right for us to experience God and God’s goodness, that
we should and can experience the goodness of God, that it is not something that we take
merely on someone else’s word. Faith is not a matter of simply believing others and not
experiencing anything ourselves. That is not a true understanding of the faith. We can
and must taste and see the goodness of the Lord.
On the other hand, there’s a way in which we can want to experience God in the
wrong way, and today the Pharisees represent that. They came to Jesus first of all
wanting an argument. To come to God wanting to taste and see his goodness is one
thing; to come to God wanting an argument is another! It’s done in an entirely different
spirit, and will have an entirely different result! The Pharisees in today’s gospel come to
Jesus wanting an argument, and they demand a sign.
Demanding a sign is not the same thing as wanting to taste and see. Demanding a sign
is egocentric. There’s no reverence in demanding a sign. There is no real desire for God
in demanding a sign; rather, there is the desire for oneself. Let God prove to me his
goodness! Let God prove to me his power! Let God prove to me he loves me! And
about this attitude and about this request Jesus says, “I assure you no such sign will be
given,” because this is not the desire really to experience God in the right, truthful,
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reverent, and humble sense of that; but rather it is a desire to get God to do what I want.
That’s very different! To fit into my category of who God is supposed to be, to do what I
think God should do, to be for me what I want God to be—and this is entirely wrong!
And we have to see that in our own lives sometimes we may be the first kind of seeker
and sometimes the second. And when we are the second, no sign will be given.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Meaning of Unleavened Bread for Us Sixth Week in Ordinary Time Tuesday,
February 13, 2001
7:00 a.m.
Gn 6:5-8; 7:1-5, 10;
Mk 8:14-21

Jesus was always speaking through metaphors, images, examples, parables,
exaggerations; and his disciples found it hard to follow.

Today Jesus brings up the image of leaven. Now today you can go to the store and
buy a little tin packet of yeast or leaven, and bring it home to make bread; but not at that
time. There was no such thing as a packet of yeast. Yeast is really an enzyme that grows
in wheat, and, for that matter, also in grapes and other fruit. Fermentation is the natural
result of yeast. The rising of bread is actually the result of fermentation--in the ancient
world anyway; this we call “sourdough bread.” The dough is soured. It’s fermented;
therefore it rises.

Now in the ancient world, the Hebrew and other people of that area celebrated a very
famous and very popular feast called the “Feast of Unleavened Bread”; and it was at the
beginning of the harvest. This was a basically popular, agrarian festival. And the reason
for the unleavened bread was very simple; basically they threw out all the old bread and
started anew, and they baked it before it had time to ferment. In itself not very
significant, but in the history of the Hebrew people this became significant because it is
unleavened bread that they used to recall the Passover. And they gave new meaning to
the unleavened bread. They said that it’s unleavened because we are remembering we
didn’t have time to let the dough rise. We were called forth out of slavery at the call of
the Lord, and we had to go. That was not the original meaning. It was being
reinterpreted; and that became part of the Passover ritual, which you see expressed in
Exodus.

Now Jesus is reinterpreting it again; and of course, the disciples aren’t catching on.
He is talking about the yeast of the Pharisees. Well, what does he mean? What enzymes
are at work within the Pharisees causing their souls to sour and ferment? This is what he
is trying to get them to think about. And of course, he is speaking about the tendency that
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is in-built, the tendency in-built in all human beings to become self-important, to become
self-centered. And the point is that this is really not a substantial part of who we are, that
just as unleavened bread is fully and truly bread, and unleavened bread represents then in
this tradition a certain kind of purity, and also it represents a willingness to respond
quickly, in a similiar way in the human soul, true humility and true purity and true
willingness to respond to God is really substantially why we are created. And it really
represents the substance of our true souls if we were to see them from God’s point of
view. But our souls have fermented and become puffed up with ourselves and our own
issues and what we think is important and how we look at the world. And all this is
bound up in our willingness to do anything to preserve ourselves, our self-protectiveness.

St. Paul says, “Jesus is the image of the invisible God.” And we see that image
especially on the cross when Jesus reveals the God who is not self-protected, the God
who is willing to totally give himself, to totally let go. And he reveals this so that we can
become like him. That is the reason. The Fathers talk about “being deified, being like
God” or even “becoming God”—that’s their grammar. And this is the purpose of
sacraments. This is the purpose of Eucharist. The unleavened bread consecrated by the
power of the Holy Spirit is given to us so that we can let go of our leaven, let go of the
yeast of self-importance, of self-protectiveness, of self itself, and become one with God,
one with Jesus in the offering of himself to the Father. This is the meaning of our
Eucharist. This is the meaning of the Mass. And it’s all tied into the history of bread and
yeast.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Judging by God’s Standards
February 15, 2001
7:00 a.m.

Sixth Week in Ordinary Time
Gn 9:1-13;
Mk 8:27-33

Thursday,

“Get out of my sight, you satan! You are not judging by God’s standards but by
man’s.”
Today we hear the word “satan” used as a common noun. It is after all a simple word
in Persian meaning “adversary, opponent.” It is not a proper noun. It has become used as
if it were a proper noun referring to the evil one, the evil spirit. But it has it’s own proper
meaning, and it’s “adversary.” Likewise “devil” is not originally a proper term or name,
but rather a word meaning “the one who divides.” And it’s important that we look at the
original meaning of these words to understand what they’re referring to.
Here Jesus is calling his friend, Peter, who becomes the prince of apostles, who earlier
in this very reading has confessed, “You are the Messiah.” Now this confession of faith
itself was a gift from God. At that moment Peter was speaking both for God and for the
other disciples. And this ministry of speaking for both God and the disciples is the actual
origin of what we understand as the Petrine ministry of the Church. When the successor
of Peter speaks, he speaks for the body and for God. But we have to see here in the
person of Peter, that Peter was not always open to God because he was also a human
being and he was capable of diverting the grace of God--very simply because perhaps it
was too hard! Jesus says, “You are not judging by God’s standards.”
Well, of course, there are many times when we don’t want to judge by God’s
standards but rather by our own, as if our ideas are more just, or our ideas are more
merciful. If you actually listen, you will hear many comments from people about God
that are just like Peter today. People—anybody can become satan in this sense, judging
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by a very human and a very flawed standard. This is a constant challenge that we try to
judge by God’s standards. Recently I saw a movie, and in the movie a young girl was
murdered. And her grandmother said, “How could God be so greedy?” implying, of
course, that it was God who took this girl, when in fact this girl had been murdered. This
is judging by human standards, not by God’s. This is not uncommon! It’s a very
common problem! And we become satan; that is, we become the opponent of God when
we fail to judge our lives or the events of our lives according to God’s standard.
Now it is a gift, it is a grace, to be able to judge by God’s standard, but it is a grace we
need to accept. God’s standard is not the little logic that we have figured out. God’s
standard is not fairness according to our little world. God’s standard has nothing to do
with ourselves or our families being the center of the whole universe. That is not the way
God looks at life. And if we are to follow God and we are to follow Jesus, we have to
learn that.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Separate Selves versus Unity of Creation Sixth Week in Ordinary Time
February 16, 2001
7:00 a.m.
Gn 11:1-9;
Mk 8:34-38—9:1

Friday,

“If a man wishes to come after me, he must deny his very self, take up his cross and
follow in my steps.”

This is not only a great challenge to do, but it’s a great challenge to even understand.
What does Jesus mean by denying one’s very self? The problem is we can hardly
comprehend what that means—and usually don’t. Why? The very self is the center of
absolutely everything that goes on in our society—everything! Politics, economics,
institutional life, societies, organizations, everything—crime—all of them all depend on
this idea that each person is an individual, separate entity separated from, cut off from,
independent of every other entity—with a life of its own for better or for worse, but with
life of its own in competition with every other entity, being, in the world. Successful
people are people who successfully compete against all the other entities in the world.
Unsuccessful people are people who fail to compete against all the other people in the
world. This is how the world works. But not only that, this idea so obsesses human
imagination that even spiritual people, people who want to be godly, who want to follow
Christ, cannot shake this idea—especially in modern times, although it is not of modern
origin. But the obsession is particularly acute in modern times. This idea of self is the
basis of the law system: civil law, criminal law, every kind of law--all based on it-defending it, promoting it, whatever.

Now Jesus says, “If you want to be my disciples, you have to completely let go of
this,” this sense of separation. You are not a whole; you are a part. You are not separate
from all other human beings in the creation. You are a part of a much larger organism.
St. John calls this “a vine.” He says, “You’re just a branch, you’re just a branch on a
vine.” You’re not a whole thing. You are not independent. A branch cannot be
independent. If a branch is separated, then it’s dead. And this, of course, is tied into the
idea that sin leads to death because separation is sin. But life is all about union and
communion: the branch connected to the vine, sharing in the vine’s life or, in St. Paul’s
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image, members of a single body sharing in the meaning and purpose of the whole body,
each member simply being what it is—but not being independent, not being separated
from, because if a member of a body is amputated, then it is dead and worthless. And
this sense of self makes people dead and worthless from a spiritual point of view. That’s
why Jesus says, “Well, if you want to be my disciple, you have to let go of this very idea
in yourself.” And this idea has life in ourselves, in our imagination; and it impels us and
compels us and motivates a great deal, if not all, of our behavior. I would say all, except
that would be hopeless, so not all. We can listen to the gospel of Christ, and we can
allow the gospel to start separating us from our own pitiful ideas of who we are and come
into a much richer, fuller knowledge.

Now I said a moment ago that particularly in modern times this is an obsession. If
you go to Europe and you look at the art of the Middle Ages—some of which is quite
grand—one of their great themes is great murals of the resurrection, for example, in San
Damiano; but there are others also. And of course, these take up a whole wall. And
people come from all over just to look at them. And they are magnificent. But in all of
these pictures—in all of them—all the people who have been raised from the dead are all
naked. Now this is not for prurient reasons. Artists, in fact, went to great effort to draw
these naked bodies although it’s very hard to do; it’s easier to put clothes on someone, of
course. But they did it. Why? Because, in their own spirituality, they knew that clothes
were a sign of separation; and in heaven there can be no separation. Heaven is not a
congregation of selves, but it’s a reunion of parts of a single organism, a single creation
meant in the beginning to be one.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Confident Assurance Sixth Week in Ordinary Time Saturday, February 17, 2001
8:00 a.m. Heb 11:1-7; Mk 9:2-13 (The Seven Founders of the Order of Servites)

“Faith is confident assurance concerning what we hope for, and conviction about
things we do not see.”
Faith in the New Testament is spoken of frequently and is portrayed having many
different aspects, many different facets. Of course, at the root of faith is a basic trust.
But as we study carefully what is said about faith, we see that it grows into a many-sided
gem reflecting the light of God.
This particular facet being discussed today, confident assurance and conviction about
things we do not see, is more than simple faith in the sense of trust. It’s not necessarily
the faith that moves mountains. It’s not necessarily the virtue that enabled the martyrs to
endure death, but it is an important facet of this gift of faith. This particular one helps us,
indeed enables us, to break away from the prime addiction in human nature, which is our
addiction to the senses.
An addiction, you probably realize, is a helplessness. It’s something that controls us.
Well, our senses control us; and we are helpless in regard to them. Modern people often
don’t understand this, and indeed the word “passion” found in ancient literature and in
Scripture, “pathos” in Greek, related to such words as “psychopath” and “pathetic” and
“pathology”—that word, refers to this helplessness that we have toward our emotions,
toward our drives, and toward the experience that comes to us from outside through the
senses. While in modern thinking passion is often something exciting, something
desirable, something energetic, in ancient times it was nothing other than an addiction.
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And this is what this author is talking about, faith as a power to perceive beyond sight.
And here sight is used as a symbol for all the senses: sight, taste, touch, smell—all of it.
And if we think about it, very often our problem is that in our personal daily lives we are
glued to the world around us and we ignore the whole reality that faith gives to us. And
whenever that happens--and that happens constantly--we are reduced; we are made small;
we are confined to a little and very often scary world. By faith we can escape because we
become confident and assured of things hoped for, that means what God has promised!
This neutralizes the fears and anxieties that prey upon our senses and our emotions that
act on us without our consent, that try to control us. Faith frees us, or can, from these
powers, these forces—and conviction about things we do not see so that we actually
know and are part of a much grander and greater world, and we can share the vision of
Christ and his Church, expanding our minds and souls beyond the limits that our senses
put upon us.
So this gift of faith and this particular side of it, or facet of faith, is a definite aid in our
daily lives, in our current struggles. It does not take away our struggles, but it gives them
an entirely new perspective. It helps us see that every challenge is an opportunity to
allow the power of God to come into the world. Every challenge is an opportunity to
allow God to once again be our savior.
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“To you who hear, I say, love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless
those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you.”
Nowhere in all of the New Testament is the teaching of Christ boiled down to
something as simple as it is in today’s teaching. But simple as it may be, it is very hard
to grasp, to understand, and to practice whether we are old or young; it doesn’t matter
because we all share the same human nature. And in this particular teaching Jesus is
telling us that whatever our age, whatever our background, whatever our condition in life,
we are actually capable of surpassing every kind of fairness and justice, surpassing every
kind of ideal and becoming really and truly like God. This is exactly the meaning of this
message; and for all of us who think about it, it is a very uncomfortable message. And
we should be truthful, at least to ourselves, about the discomfort that this message creates
within us.
Why would Jesus, or anyone for that matter, ever come up with such a wild and
unrealistic ideal? We’re speaking of loving those who hate us. We’re speaking of
blessing those who curse us. Well, first of all, Jesus himself did not start his whole
gospel from scratch. He himself was a student of what we call the “Old Testament.” At
the very heart of the Old Testament there is the story of creation; it’s really the beginning,
but it’s the heart of the message. And in the story of creation, God creates human beings
in the image and likeness of God. That’s a nice thought. For Jesus it is more than a nice
thought. For him it meant that human beings actually have the power and the ability to
act, to behave, like God. The Fathers of the Church put it this way: “to become God.”
Those are ways of talking. What it really means is being explained in today’s gospel.
To act like God, to be like God, to behave like God means to love unconditionally.
What does it mean to love unconditionally? It means to love those for whom we have no
reason to love, to love those who don’t love us, to love those who hate us, to love those
who reject us—whether emotionally or physically. We don’t have to get very old before
we experience rejection. There are no school children in this church tonight, probably,
who have not experienced some kind of ugliness, some kind of nastiness, some kind of
pettiness from another child. We don’t have to grow old to be mean. Children can be
mean. And so we have all experienced being victimized to some degree or another by
rejection, meanness. As we grow older, of course it may get more sophisticated; but it’s
just the same smallness, narrowness, in people who don’t want to cooperate with us as
neighbors, who want to oppose us on this board or that, who steal our ideas at work and
claim them for their own, and so on. We cannot get through life without being scathed;
this Christ well knows. And of course enemies can be imaginary. Think of how many
militias in the United Stated have been equipped to fight purely imaginary enemies.
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Jesus offers a solution. Loving unconditionally means blessing those who curse us.
What does it mean to be cursed? Well, actually there are many ways to be cursed. One
way is to be the butt of gossip. That’s a curse. Foul rumors, whether they’re really true
or not, poison our relations with others, casts a cloud over our heads; and again, this is
not something we have to grow up to experience. Children experience gossip and
meanness and stories in their schools—ugly stories. And it doesn’t really matter if
there’s a particle of truth in them or not. They hurt the same, and they are unnecessary-the same.
Unconditional loving means praying for those who mistreat us. Why? Because this is
the nature of God. Indeed, if God only loved those who loved God, if God were loving
toward the loving, blessing toward those who in turn were good-hearted and well
intentioned, then that would mean that God’s nature and God’s will was determined by
something other than God; and God would not be free. Jesus knew that God is free and
acts out of his own nature, not according to people’s attitude toward God. This is a
power of freedom. And it’s the power of unconditional love; however, we have to learn
this—the power of being free—how we have to rise above our reactions, because our
reactions are determined by other people. We are all the products of evolution, an
evolution that is self-protecting. So if we want to be like God, we have to rise above
evolution, above self-protection, above survival at all costs—thus the teaching. So God
acts and decides out of his own nature. He decides to love and to bless and to be good to
even those who are evil, as Jesus says, “even the ungrateful and the wicked.”
Now it should be no surprise to any of us—well, maybe to the young—it should be no
surprise to those of us who are a little older to realize that most people do not rise above
human nature. Most people remain their life long a prisoner of their mechanisms, their
emotions, their feelings. They remain part of the story of life. And Jesus does not
actually condemn this--if you read this story carefully. He simply says, “It deserves no
credit.” We have to be very careful to see this is the point: this behavior deserves no
credit.
We can look at every conflict then, every embarrassment, every threat to our comfort,
to our security or to our safety, as an opportunity, an opportunity either to continue the
same old human life that we have inherited, or to rise above it, to bring divine power and
grace and vision into the world. This is something we can do. That’s the point of this
gospel—we can do it, if we want to do it. It’s not really a demand. It’s not really a
command. It’s just an opportunity. But we have to remember how this whole teaching
ends. It’s this: “The measure with which you measure will be measured back to you.”
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“To you who hear, I say, love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless
those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you.”
There is probably no short paragraph in the entire New Testament that so well
capsulizes the teachings of Jesus. And the teachings of Jesus in this regard, as far as I
know, are totally unique among all the religious and spiritual teachings of the world.
There is really nothing quite like this one! It totally surpasses any natural concept or idea
anybody could have of what is just or fair or moral. It’s truly beyond morality even to
the point of seeming to be impossible. Surely it makes all of us uncomfortable--unless
we don’t listen too well! It requires us indeed to go against our very nature, at least
nature as we understand it in normal human life.
Now why would Jesus, or why would anyone, promote such a wild and unrealistic
ideal? First of all, Jesus himself did not invent the idea that human beings are made in
the image and the likeness of God. This is at the heart of the biblical story of creation,
and therefore at the heart of the bible itself. But more than anyone else, Jesus believed
that people can actually live and behave like God. He didn’t simply take this idea of
an image and likeness as a metaphor or a poetic exaggeration or something that was very
nice to think about. But he believed that actually people are capable of behaving as God
behaves, that they are capable of living out the divine nature, which means for one thing
loving unconditionally.
The very nature of God is love. The very nature of God’s behavior is to love
unconditionally. This means therefore loving one’s enemies—and “one’s enemies”
means anyone who rejects us. Do not think of some foreigner or some foreign nation.
Think of, first of all, the members of your own house. If you’re married, at some point in
your married life your enemy is your spouse. This must be true. Our enemy is anyone
who rejects us or obstructs our point of view or our work, anyone who reviles our
ideas--in the political arena: those who act against what we think is the proper way, who
vote or promote programs contrary to what we think is right or for our best, what will
cost us money or inconvenience or hardship in any way. They are our enemies: those
who revile us, publicly or privately, show us disrespect, those who are rude to us. So we
meet our enemy every day: those who threaten our physical or emotional well being,
whether really or in our imagination. Think how many militias people who imagine
threats that really don’t exist have developed in our country in recent years. Loving our
enemies is a key to freedom, freedom from fear and freedom from hate and freedom
from all the negative emotions that we can have.
Loving unconditionally involves blessing those who curse us. What does it mean to
curse? We are cursed if we are slandered, if people speak ill of us, if they ruin our
reputation, if they try to destroy our friendship with others, if they disrupt the harmony in
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our neighborhood. Those who spread ugly stories and gossip, whether it’s true or not, are
cursing us; and such curses can destroy. Jesus says, “Bless those who curse you.”
Unconditional loving means praying for those who mistreat us. Why? Because this
is how God acts. Indeed, if God were to only love those who love God, or bless those
who bless God, or do good to those who are good, then God would be allowing others to
determine what God is like. God would not be free. God’s behavior and choices would
be determined by something outside of his own nature. But the same is true of ourselves.
When we react to other people and allow other people’s treatment of us to
determine how we treat them, or how we feel about them, or how we talk about
them, then we are not free. God rather acts and decides out of his own nature and
out of his own will. And it’s God’s own will and nature to be good, to will good, to
wish good on others, to bless even the unjust, the undeserving, the evil. And we can be
like God, at least according to Jesus.
So if we are honest, we can see in our lives and in the lives of others that we can rise
above our own nature. We can at least admit it as a possibility. But we also have to be
truthful and honest, admitting that most people don’t. Most people do not rise above
human nature; they remain part of human nature, part of the story of evolution. And
evolution is all about how the human organism evolved by protecting itself and by
surviving at all costs. And Jesus himself does not actually condemn this kind of
behavior. He simply says, “It deserves no credit.” This is a very significant part of this
teaching.
When we look at each conflict in our lives, each embarrassment, each threat to
our safety or comfort, we can see in these “opportunities.” They are opportunities,
opportunities either to simply react like everybody else, to be part of the history of
evolution, to be defensive, or to follow the teachings of Christ and rise above our
reactions and our feelings, to bring the power, the grace, and the vision of God into the
world in that situation. This is really not a demand. It’s not really a command. It’s an
opportunity. But we need to remember how this teaching ends: “The measure with which
you measure will be measured back to you.”
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Monday,

Today I’d like to say a few words about the Book of Sirach. We’re beginning the
Book of Sirach this week, and this is not a book we commonly read. It’s in the secondary
canon of the Church, meaning the canon of books that were disputed in the early Church.
There were various authorities who did not want to include the Book of Sirach and a few
others, the Book of Wisdom, in the canon. Why? Well, for various reasons we don’t
have to go into. But the wisdom of the Church was to hold all of these inspired writings
of the Diaspora church, that is, the Jewish Diaspora, to hold all the books they used, that
were later used by the Christians, to hold all of them together and not to allow certain
ones to be excluded because perhaps they weren’t written in Hebrew or because of some
other reason like that.

Now it’s really talking about wisdom, and almost all of the books which are so-called
“secondary canon books” are books of wisdom. Wisdom is a very pronounced theme in
the Old Testament, but not one we pay much attention to. We basically listen to books of
the law, which we also call “history,” you know, the Pentateuch: Genesis, Exodus,
Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, and then later on the various histories: Samuel, 1 and
2; Chronicles, 1 and 2; Kings, 1 and 2; and so on. Then we are very familiar with the
prophets, all the great writing prophets; but we don’t pay much attentions to the books of
wisdom. But there’s a great deal of richness in the books of wisdom.

Today the very theme is wisdom itself. What is wisdom? Wisdom is a quality of
understanding or quality of being in which we are brought into a relationship with the
Lord and a relation with life. On the one hand, it’s very secular in the sense it’s
concerned with every detail of life. On the other hand, it’s very unlike our secular world
because it’s sees God in everything. So it sees wisdom as a handmaiden created by God
at the beginning, personified as perhaps a lady; and this lady now is always present with
God as God creates. And this lady now is encouraging us to learn the meaning of
everything from the beginning--this sense of wonder and awe! It talks here about the fear
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of the Lord. Now fear of the Lord has many different meanings. Here fear of the Lord is
almost equivalent to wisdom itself. That means having a sense of awe and wonder at life.

And if you think about it, we can be easily deprived of this. First of all, we run too
fast. Second of all, we have many anxieties. We have worries about our children, about
our families, about our jobs, about whatever. These worries, these anxieties, the speed of
life, can deprive us of a sense of wonder. Do we really realize the wonder that God has
created for us? Not just for us, but—yes, for us. We’re the beneficiaries of this
wonderful creation. And how shameful that we actually live day by day without ever
really actually sensing the joy and the peace that we really should have!

It says here, “Fear of the Lord warms the heart.” So this is not the kind of fear that we
normally think of; we don’t even know what fear is! What we think of as fear is some
foreboding, something we would like to get rid of, something that is cold, paralyzing,
frightening—but not this! “Fear of the Lord is glory and splendor, gladness and a festive
crown.” That’s the kind of fear we need. “Fear of the Lord warms the heart, giving
gladness and joy and length of days.” I think if you live with the kind of foreboding fear
that we’re used to, then probably that shortens our days. But if you live with [this awe
and wonder] fear of the Lord, that lengthens our days. So this whole idea is of enjoying
life and appreciating life, not only in a sensual way, but also in a spiritual way,
appreciating in a very emotional way—spirituality can be very emotional. That’s the
point. If we really are wise, then our emotions are attached--see?--to something higher-see? And then the emotions we are experiencing are joy, peace, contentment; and we’re
experiencing appreciation, and we’re experiencing all this all connected. And then for us
life is a very grand thing. It’s not a little thing. It’s not a worrisome thing. And then all
our normal and natural concerns find their place, but they’re not too big. They’re small.
And we see the bigger picture. Wisdom lets us know the bigger picture
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“And you,” he said to them, “who do you say that I am?”
I think this particular gospel reading should be reflected upon by every teacher on
every level in the Church; it should become perhaps memorized by everyone who seeks
to become a catechist or a theologian, because by and large throughout the history of the
Church there is too much teaching, to much catechizing, and not enough challenging.
What Jesus does, if you listen to him, is he challenges. He doesn’t tell the disciples who
he is, if you notice. Read clearly the gospels. In the synoptics, the first three: Matthew,
Mark, Luke, he never says anything directly. In the fourth gospel the evangelist puts
some very fine teachings in his mouth, but these really are the Holy Spirit teaching the
Church more than the actual words of Jesus—and that’s the common consensus of
everyone.
Here we see Jesus probing his disciples. Do we probe ourselves? Do we probe our
children? Do we probe our families? No, we always give them the answer! When we
ask questions, we’re really looking for a specific answer. That’s not the point here. It
isn’t like, well, now, Jesus was trying to get Simon Peter to admit that he was the
Messiah. No, that isn’t the point at all. He was trying to elicit a response: Peter’s own
words! And the exact words Peter chose, that was secondary in importance. After all,
the word “Messiah” is a very vague term. It just means anointed. All this is
acknowledging is that Simon Peter was acknowledging that Jesus was definitely someone
very special. That’s what “Messiah” says. “Anointed” also means empowered.
“Special” and “empowered,” definitely someone from God--that’s what he is
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acknowledging. And then the next section: “the Son of the living God!”-- it’s hard to
know exactly what that meant in Peter’s mouth. It’s not exactly the same thing as the
Creed we have.
But Peter here is taking a stand, and that’s the point. He is committing himself to
Jesus as the one whom God has sent. He is committing himself to Jesus as the one who is
going to lead them and teach them. And this is all-important; it’s the commitment itself
that’s all-important, not the exact words used! And that’s what we have to understand
when we teach children. That’s what we have to understand when we teach adults in our
adult education, in our R.C.I.A., the Rite of Christian Initiation. It’s not the exact words
that matter so much. It’s the commitment that we are trying to elicit that matters. Can
you acknowledge and do you acknowledge that Jesus is the one who has the keys?
There’s the important thing. He has the keys to life, and he entrusts these keys to Peter
and through Peter to the Church. It’s our role then to unlock the mystery of life. It’s not
a matter of having the right answer. It’s a matter of being on the right path. It’s a matter
of being committed. It’s a matter of being teachable. And Peter was at least that,
although not without some resistance—but at least he was teachable, and so he could
teach others.
Can we say the same of ourselves? No one can answer this for anyone except each for
himself, each for herself. We can’t have a collective answer. There’s no communal
answer. Here we are strictly at the personal level where each of us has to decide am I
personally willing to follow Christ? The answers don’t come first. The answers come as
a result of the process of following, and that’s the key to the kingdom.
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This morning we have a beautiful reading from the Book of Sirach. This one is on
friendship. And you can see that in the various writings of the Old Testament--the third
section of the Old Testament is called “writings”--the theme is wisdom. And the point is
that every issue that appeals to human need, every issue in the human repertoire,
concerns, is relevant to wisdom; and this is therefore, you might say, the most secular of
all sections of the Bible. It isn’t concerned with rites, special events, the history of the
people, as is the first third of the Old Testament. It’s not concerned with the prophets and
their messages, as is the second section. It’s really concerned with just life itself. And
every issue that is important in life is important to the spirit to wisdom.

And this is something the early Church felt was very relevant to its own life; and so it
incorporated these books into the canon of Scripture, even though they were disputed.
The Book of Sirach is not a part of a Protestant Bible. It was disputed back in the early
Church, and the Protestants eliminated every disputed book. They called them
“apocrypha.” But the Catholic Church kept them because of this basic idea that well, this
practical stuff is really important. It’s not earth shattering in one sense. It’s not divine
revelation. It’s not prophecy. But precisely because it’s so ordinary, so secular, so
personal, and so human, the Church said we’ll keep them. And I believe that this was
fundamentally the right decision and a good decision. And we need to keep the spirit of
wisdom as part of our own spirituality, to recognize that our own humanity is very
fundamental to the creation, and that God intends us to live a basically happy human life.

Now having said that I will bring up an issue of how we learn all about this. Well,
there are two basic models of learning: one is for children and one for adults. For
children the primary role belongs on the teachers’ shoulders and the institutions’
shoulders. For an adult, what makes an adult an adult in the learning sense is that the
adult takes the primary responsibility for learning.

Adult Responsibility for Learning

Now what Jesus did is model adult teaching. He told his disciples, “There is only one
teacher in your midst, the Spirit.” God is our teacher. “The rest are learners.” Now if
the rest of us are learners, we can share what we learn with one another; but it’s nobody’s
responsibility—not the pope’s, not the bishop’s, not the pastor’s responsibility—to teach
another adult what that adult needs to know. It’s the adult’s responsibility to let God
teach whatever God wants to teach in that person’s life. And that really is the kind of
learning Jesus modeled.

Now for the vast history of the Church not a whole lot of people have fit into this
model. Not a whole lot of people have been really adult learners and true disciples.
We’ve had a different model. We’ve had “Holy Mother Church” teaching her children
through specific rules—this is how you live—and it was all very good, but it wasn’t very
adult.

Now we have this very peculiar situation in our world today where people don’t want
Holy Mother Church and her rules anymore, but then on the other hand, they don’t want
to be adult learners either. Well, I don’t know what to make of this situation! I don’t
think anyone does. I don’t know that there is an answer. So back to wisdom. I think
there are a lot of little clues there in Sirach, in the Book of Wisdom, in the Book of
Proverbs—little insights into how we as individuals have to take responsibility for
ourselves and bear the consequences for not doing so.
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“Remove the wooden beam from your own eye first; then you will see clearly to
remove the splinter in your brother’s eye.”
Today’s gospel teaching is not exactly an easy one for us to listen to; it’s very
challenging, and perhaps we feel it doesn’t apply to us. And that’s, of course, the whole
point: we do not see what applies to ourselves. This is something we do not suspect or
realize, and that’s why it’s power is so great. We have blind spots, especially moral
blind spots. It’s very easy for us to see what is wrong with other people. It’s easy for us
to know what’s wrong with the government, with politicians, or business, or corporations,
with our neighbors, with our children, with other people’s children. It’s very hard for
us to see what is wrong with ourselves. We’re doing the best we can as far as we know.
And that’s the point—we really don’t know!
A recent, in the last two years, study of children, reported in the Scientific American—
a rather shocking revelation—Asian children found no moral problem with a man beating
his wife—in the upper ninety percent—especially if she had been disobedient. Now in
general, Western people feel that beating one’s wife is never called for and is morally
unacceptable regardless of reasons. We can clearly see this blind spot in others. But the
question it should raise for us is how are we seen by other cultures? What are our
moral blind spots that seem fine to us but wrong in the eyes of others? And if you
don’t believe there are such things, then you are looking at life through a moral blind
spot.
Now moral blindness may be individual as in the case of psychopathic killers, for
example. Pol Pot, the leader of the Khmer Rouge, responsible for the murder of millions
of Cambodians, was interviewed shortly before his death and he said, “My conscience is
clear. I did nothing wrong.” That is a profound beam in the eye. But there are more
modest ones that also obstruct our vision.
Jesus was aware that our whole sense of what is right and wrong is really
cultural, which is another way of saying it’s man-made. And that’s what he was
constantly criticizing in the people of his day. There are man-made, artificial ways of
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looking at right and wrong, which more or less circumvents the divine revelation of Holy
Scripture. There was nothing really wrong with the children in the survey I mentioned,
but their culture left a gap that they could not individually close. Blindness is often
cultural. It is learned, often collective, which makes it again all the harder to see; and it is
frequently religiously sanctioned, again making it all the more difficult to resist.
So back to the question: What is the beam that blocks our vision of what God is
calling us to be and do, as Westerners, as Americans, as middle class, as most of us
are, as white or black or Asian or whatever, female or male? Each qualification
brings with it a very possible blind spot. And this reading also brings in the issue of
what are the blind spots of our leaders? Jesus asked, “Can a blind man lead another blind
man?” Apply that to our politicians. Apply that to church leaders. Apply that to anyone
who seeks to lead others. Their blind spots render them unable to lead. And the same
goes for the people we listen to on TV or radio. Rarely do we follow leaders who make
us uncomfortable or who challenge us. Usually we prefer those who make us feel good
by agreeing with us. This is part of the same situation.
Now none of this leads to any answers. Sometimes when we sincerely pray the
Scriptures we only end up with questions, but that is actually all right. This coming
Wednesday we’re entering a period we call “Lent,” an old English word really meaning
“springtime.” A springtime for us spiritually would be a time to sit quietly with some
questions.


What are my own personal blind spots? What don’t I see about myself? If you
don’t have a friend to consult, then you can consult an enemy, and that will enlighten
you.



What are our collective, cultural blind spots?

The point of this teaching is that self-reflection and introspection is part of becoming a
spiritual man or woman, part of becoming a true disciple. And only if we become a true
disciple can we ever really become a teacher of others. And as believers we are all sent
to teach all nations. Lent is a time for preparation.
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“The disciples could only marvel at his words.”
Now this word “marvel” is used quite often in the New Testament, and it means to be
confronted with something that is incredible, to be confronted with something that is
unbelievable. So the disciples found Jesus unbelievable, that is, his words, his teachings.
Of course as you know very well from your reading of the gospels, the disciples were not
very good students; they weren’t very good pupils; they didn’t listen very well. They
were always being confounded. They were always missing the point.
And here they happen to miss a very important point. They shift the subject matter
radically when they ask the question: “Well, then who can be saved?” That isn’t what
Jesus was talking about. He was talking about entering the kingdom of God. Now
entering the kingdom of God means living now in a state of blessedness, living now with
a real sense of the presence of God. And that is the subject that Jesus brings up. It’s not
a matter of commandments. It’s not a matter of demands; Jesus isn’t demanding
anything. He is saying, “If you want to live in the kingdom of God, if you want to live
right now with a sense now of the divine presence, if you want to live the richest, fullest
possible life, I’m showing you what to do, I’m showing you how to do it.”
Now the rich young man isn’t quite interested in that. The rich young man wants to
get in the door: “What must I do to share in everlasting life?” In other words, “What are
the minimum requirements so that in the final analysis I’m on the right side, I’m with the
sheep and not with the goats?”—that’s the question. And Jesus says, “Why bother asking
that? You already know the answer to that question. You know the commandments.”
And then, of course, the young man goes on to say, “Oh yeah, but I have done all those
things since my childhood.” “Well then, there’s one thing more,” Jesus says. Of course
the young man wasn’t interested in “one thing more,” was he? He wasn’t really
interested in being Jesus’ disciple. He was looking for affirmation. He was looking for
approval. He wasn’t looking for anything more, and he represents a lot of seekers.
A lot of people go through life, a lot of people come to churches seeking approval, a
spiritual pat on the head! You’re doing fine! You’re a wonderful person! You are very
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deserving. You are meritorious, etc., etc. But Jesus doesn’t have any words for such
people. That isn’t what he is about; he is not about patting people on the head. He is
about challenging people to live the fullest possible life they can. So he says, “There is
one thing you must do now. Give away all your possessions. Give them to the poor, and
then come follow me and I’ll show you what life really can be.” But he went away sad.
It was too much of an invitation. And so do many people go away from the gospel sad,
because that isn’t what they want. They don’t want life to the full. They don’t want to
live in the presence of God; they just want a pat on the head! They want to be approved.
They want to be affirmed. Well, that wasn’t what Jesus was into.
Now the disciples are listening to all this and they’re quite marveling. They don’t
know what to make of it. And Jesus repeats this very enigmatic statement: “It is easier
for a camel to pass through a needle’s eye than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of
God.” And of course, “a rich man” means anybody who is full of stuff: concerns, cares,
everything, all of life’s burdens and all of life’s pleasures as we normally count them.
And this overwhelmed the disciples because their minds were basically formed by the
world around them. This is why St. Paul says, “Be not conformed to this age, but be
transformed by the renewal of your mind.” This was not easy for the disciples; it’s not
easy for us because our minds are conformed to this age—whatever age it is we’re in!
And we think whatever age we’re in is right, and so did the disciples. And Jesus says,
“Well, no, you’re missing the point here.”
Then they shift the question altogether and they say, “Well, then who can be saved?”
Well, that really wasn’t the discussion. “With God all things are possible,” everything
except contradictions! And it’s a contradiction to live full of the affairs of this world, full
of the concerns and the debts of this world, and really experience the freedom of the
children of God. That’s a contradiction. Everyone can be saved, if they really want to
be, if they really rely on God; but they can waste an awful lot of time on the way.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Giving Up—and Receiving
Eighth Week in Ordinary Time
February 27, 2001
7:00 a.m.
Sir 35:1-12;
Mk 10:28-31

Tuesday,

“Peter was moved to say to Jesus: ‘We have put aside everything to follow you!’”
Both readings today speak of the need to put away, to give up, to be generous; and in
many ways I think we have a very poor idea of what this is all about. We think that when
we give away or give up or sacrifice something to God or to justice or to the poor,
somehow we are losing something. Sometimes people talk about a “zero-sum game”;
what that means is for everyone that wins there has to be a loser. Jesus says, “Life is not
a zero-sum game. Everyone can win. You can give up; and the more you give up, the
more you can have.”
How does this work? It’s very simple if you begin to see through the illusion of our
sense of separateness. Human beings do all have what is properly called an “ego.” An
ego is a sense of being separate from others. Now there is a way in which each person is
unique. That is by divine design. But being separated from others is not divine design;
that is the result of sin. So the story is told in the Book of Genesis how Adam and Eve
hid from God and then clothed themselves as a shield, as a protection, as a form of
separation, as a result of alienating themselves from the totality of God’s love, generosity
and purpose. And what Jesus is saying is that if you simply give up your sense of “me
and mine,” you will realize how rich you really can be. And so he says, “I give you my
word, you will receive a hundred times”—and I’m not sure that’s actually even an
exaggeration; it may be even more than a hundred times—“as many.”
The only limit is how much we can love, because love itself is, as everyone knows—
even songwriters and novelists know—love is the great attractive force. And of course,
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love as is usually portrayed in songs and novels, in movies, is a rather distorted thing,
distorted by the sense of “me and mine,” distorted by the human ego. Divine love, of
course, has no distortions; so it’s a pure attractive force, a unifying force, to us
supernatural—and yet at the basis of all nature.
And the more we give up our sense of being separate, we are living what is known as
the virtue of poverty. And the more virtuously poor we are, the richer we are. Now we
can look at the world and we can see many people are homeless, penniless, living in
grinding want and need. This is not the virtue of poverty. This is the vice of injustice
foisted upon the weakest members of society because of our sense of being separated. So
in these few words in this lesson in the Scriptures there’s much to think about.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Setting the tone for Lent:
Feeling the Meaning of Religious Practices
Ash Wednesday
February 28, 2001
7:30 p.m.
Jl 2:12-18;
2 Cor 5:20—6:2;
Mt 6:1-6, 16-18

“Rend your hearts, not your garments, and return to the Lord, your God.”
This text is taken from the prophet Joel, one of the last prophets before the time of
Christ.
Now in this reading and in the reading of the gospel, and for that matter throughout
the New Testament, there is this call to be attentive to the difference between outward
manifestations, outward behavior, conduct, and one’s inner life, one’s inner feelings and
thinking. “Rend your hearts, not your garments” basically means that it is meaningless
for us to perform any religious acts when they’re not connected to the way we
deeply feel. That is just hypocrisy, which is another word for “acting.” And Jesus often
accuses his opponents of being hypocrites. It’s not “hypocrite” in the modern sense of
the word, someone who does something and means another, as much as it means not
meaning anything! There is no meaning; there is no feeling; there is no thinking!
There’s just numbness inside. Now how do we get into this state of affairs?
Well, the Bible indicates the history of our human race by stories. And there’s the
story of Adam and Eve in the garden--on the one hand, perfectly happy and yet not quite
happy enough--eventually tricked into believing that they can become equal to God. And
as soon as they make the choice to ignore God and to try to become like God by doing as
they please, they’re beset with confusion and shame and they try to hide from God. And
God comes to them in the story and says, “Adam, where were you?” And Adam says, “I
was hiding.” The point, of course, is that we cannot hide from God. We can hide from
one another perhaps, but not from God who knows our inmost thoughts and feelings.
And if we are to relate to God, it has to be in our inmost thoughts and feelings. And the
only way we can relate to God is by sincere and humble acceptance of God,
acknowledging that his desires for us are far greater than our desires for ourselves.
“No eye has ever seen, no ear has ever heard, no mind has ever imagined what God has
planned for those who love him,” who accept him and who let him be the guide and
guardian of their souls and lives.
Now that’s the meaning also of all our external actions in religion, all of our
sacraments and all of our rituals and all of our prayers.
¾ But the question is do we really mean them--any of them? Do we take into our own
inner consciousness the meaning of the sacraments we routinely receive?
¾ Do we think about our Baptism—and new birth—the rebirth that Baptism signifies?
Does that mean anything in our lives? Does it have any effects in our lives?
¾ Do we ever think about the Eucharist we receive--probably every week? Do we
think about the fact that we are receiving the body, the blood, the soul, and the
divinity of Christ—and the entire mystical body? All of our sisters and brothers in
Christ are being received into our souls!

Feeling the Meaning of Religious Practices

¾ And do we then treat them in a manner consistent with the meaning of this great
sacrament? That’s the question!
“Rend you hearts, not your garments.” We can do all kinds of wonderful things, and
there are beautiful religious ceremonies and customs throughout the world--and all
religions have them! But none of them are of any value if they are not reflecting the
inner life of our souls, if we don’t feel and think the very meaning that these sacraments
point to.
And that’s why we have this day of Ash Wednesday, to begin a period of reflection
on ourselves. Where are we in our relationship with God? Not just, well, “am I
going to church every week?” not just “what am I doing?” but really “what am I feeling
about God?” Sometimes we try to hide from God as even Adam did because we’re
confused or because we’re ashamed or because we simply are numb and we think there is
really nothing inside. But this confusion and this numbness and this shame is simply a
result of our not having come to God in a true decision of acceptance. And so we need to
reflect on ourselves. We take the ashes that signify our mortality; and hopefully we allow
those ashes to speak to us, to remind ourselves that indeed even if we are the healthiest
person on earth, our days are numbered! God put us here on earth for a certain length
of time to do something, to make something of ourselves. And ultimately, whatever
we make of ourselves is first formed in our heart, in our feelings and in our
thoughts. And until those are really under the influence of divine grace, we will never
become the saints we pretend to want to be by receiving sacraments, by acknowledging
Christ as our savior.
So Lent is a time for honesty and sincerity. And if we find that there are areas in our
lives that are very negative, that are pulling us down, if we find ourselves full of anger at
whomever or whatever, if we find that we are full of anxiety, if we find that we are full of
fear, this itself is an invitation to bring those anxieties and those fears and that anger to
the grace of God, the healing love of God that transforms all things.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Choose Life—Deny Self
7:00 a.m.
Dt 30:15-20;

Thursday after Ash Wednesday
Lk 9:22-25

March 1, 2001

“Choose life, then, that you and your descendants may live, by loving the Lord, your
God, heeding his voice, and holding fast to him.”
What is reflected here in the Book of Deuteronomy is a choice that every human being
has to make, no matter where that person lives or when. Of course it is true that in the
biblical tradition, reflected here in the Book of Deuteronomy, that choice became
explicitly acknowledged. But it is not true that only in the biblical tradition among a
certain people this choice was available. No, this simply explains and points to what has
always been true and always will be true: that human beings have to choose between
honoring the living God, the God who really is the source and origin of everything, who
really is eternal without beginning or end, who really is sustaining everything in being at
every moment of time—that reality, God—and on the other hand, the figments and
fabrications of our own imaginations.
Now centuries ago the figments of human imagination ended up as graven images,
sometimes called “idols,” and so the prohibition against idolatry, the so-called “other
gods” of the pagans. Now today I don’t see a whole lot of idols, so to speak; and in
general, myth and mythology is acknowledged by everyone as being primitive, childish,
and so on. However the same problem still exists: that we follow the fabrications of our
own imagination. Now the fabrications of our own imagination today can take very
concrete forms in the very world we’re building. But it all gets back to the same thing—
oneself!

Choose Life—Deny Self

There are only two ultimate choices: the real God, who is and upon whom we depend,
and the false god which is basically “myself” or sometimes “ourselves”—but it’s the
same thing. So we modern people, we contemporary, scientifically sophisticated,
technologically advanced people do not have idols per se; but we do have idols: the
images that we have developed that we worship, the values that we create that are all
important for us—ultimately, our own self-importance, our own centrality in the world
we are busily making in our own image and likeness—often at the expense of every other
form of life, often to the utter destruction of life in its original form and purpose.
So Jesus himself, picking up on this very theme, says, “Whoever wishes to be my
follower must deny his very self,” this very source of all of this fabrication and
artificiality and pseudo-creativity, and recognize there can only be one God. “Choose
life, then, that you and your descendants may live, by loving the Lord, your God, heeding
his voice, and holding fast to him.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Responding to God in the Moment Friday after Ash Wednesday
7:00 a.m.
Is 58:1-9;
Mt 9:14-15

March 2, 2001

Today’s gospel reading the question: “Why is it that while we and the Pharisees fast,
your disciples do not?” is related to a little saying that Jesus uses in one of the other
gospels: “We piped you a tune, but you didn’t dance. We sang you a dirge, but you
didn’t wail.” And it has to do with being responsive to the moment. Jesus’ teaching here
is “How can wedding guests go in mourning so long as the groom is with them?”
To be with God in one’s daily life requires responsiveness. There’s a time for fasting,
and there’s a time for rejoicing. And it is not up to us to impose our ideas on reality, but
rather to learn. And Jesus’ objection to the practice of the Pharisees and even the
disciples of John was precisely that they didn’t respond to the presence of the moment;
they imposed on it their idea and practice.
And this we have to realize is one of the great problems with human nature. “We
piped you a tune, but you didn’t dance.” Sometimes God sings us a tune; and if we are
present to God, then we will dance, not impose our own idea on the moment. “We sang
you a dirge, but you didn’t wail.” Again, there is a time for mourning.
There’s a sense that we have to develop of even mourning our own nature and our
lack of experience, our brokenness, our lack of true will to serve God—that calls for true
mourning! Not our failures merely to achieve what we want to achieve, to succeed in
what we are trying to succeed at—that isn’t really a cause of mourning. A cause of
mourning is our brokenness, our separation from God. And if we’re true disciples, we
will learn how to respond to the reality.

Responding to God in the Moment

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Temptations Are Opportunities
First Sunday of Lent/C
10:30 a.m.
Dt 26:4-10;
Rom 10:8-13;
Lk 4:1-13

March 4, 2001

“Filled with the Holy Spirit, Jesus returned from the Jordan and was led by the
Spirit into the desert for forty days, to be tempted by the devil.”
Today’s gospel reading, taken from the life of Christ, invites us to investigate the
importance of temptation in our lives. The first thing we have to say is that life is not
intended to be easy; life is designed to be a struggle. And in the struggle of making
choices something very important happens: we decide who we become. Therefore, we
should not wish away our temptations because if we did, we would also wish away our
freedom. It is very important that we are confronted with choices in life, because when
we’re born we’re merely potential. What we become is decided by us in the face of
temptation! Jesus himself took upon himself our nature and therefore the need to
face temptation. If we look closely at this, we see a very important point: that we are
not ever really victims of fate, although we may feel we are. We are never really
victims of destiny, although it may seem so. We are the ones who decide, consciously or
unconsciously, who it is that we eventually become.
Now the actual substance of Jesus’ temptations is the same as the substance of our
temptations. Luke, the evangelist, more or less summarizes all of them under three
headings. The first, bread. Bread means bread, but bread is symbolic of food and all
necessities--including money. We need money to live in this world. We need bread.
We need nourishment, shelter, and various things in order to live. The temptation is not
for them, but rather for acquiring them in the wrong way, in an illegitimate way. The
way God made the earth--it’s fertile. We can plant grain. We can harvest the grain. We
can mill the grain. We can bake bread. And this is the way we are supposed to live—
baking the bread we need, not getting it from stones!
There’s a deep analogy here. There are many ways we can get bread, some of them
downright criminal, others not exactly criminal but not appropriate for a spiritual man or
woman, for example, “get rich quick” schemes. Is there anything appropriate about
getting rich quick? No, there is not—nor the desire for it. In fact, 1 Timothy says, “The
love of money is the root of all evil.” Of course that’s an exaggeration, but there’s a
point there. Loving money, wanting to get rich quick without real effort or work, a deep
desire to win the lottery—that’s a disturbing desire; that’s a distorting desire, not that
there’s anything evil about lotteries, but if we use them in the wrong way, we distort our
own lives. And the same must be said for all forms of gambling. It may be innocent
enough as a game, but it may not always be a game. Some people we can observe seem
to have a knack for making money, but envying them or trying to copy them can lead us
on a twisted path in which all real values get lost. Indeed, “one does not live by bread
alone.” No, we need the dignity that comes from honest work and effort. And this is
a virtue and a value that seems to be disappearing from our contemporary society. We
need to reclaim it, and we need to teach it to our children.

Temptations Are Opportunities

The second temptation is even more illusive. It’s the temptation to power. Again,
nothing wrong with power, but is it really a necessity? Perhaps there is a certain small,
modest amount of power we need in life: power over ourselves, over our future to some
degree. But again, the desire for power can be a warping desire. Power in the worldly or
political sense is surely not necessary. It is not given as a right to anybody by God, or for
that matter by the US Constitution. And here Scripture is very clear, and cuts to the
quick: the only valid justification for acquiring power is to serve God. There can be
no other legitimate reason or purpose for it.
Finally the third temptation is, strangely enough, faith. Of course faith is not evil in
itself anymore than money is evil or power is evil. But faith too can be abused and
distorted. The kind of faith Jesus was tempted to have, throwing himself off the parapet
of the temple, is the wrong kind of faith. Faith does not mean surrendering our own
responsibilities to God. Faith does not mean creating a mess and then dumping the mess
on God expecting God to straighten it out. That is not faith; that’s tempting the Lord!
But people call that faith.
God has placed each one here on earth for a purpose: to become a partner with God in
the work of continuing and completing the creation and the redemption of the world.
Every one of us needs to use our abilities, our powers, and our resources for this
task of building the kingdom of God, not our own personal kingdom, not our own
personal gain. And every invitation or opportunity to do the opposite with our talents,
with our abilities, with our time, is a temptation. And this is a good time of year for us to
face them--and make a decision!
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Love Your Neighbor as Yourself
First Week of Lent
8:30 a.m.
Lv 19:1-2, 11-18;
Mt 25:31-46

Monday, March 5, 2001

We read in the Book of Leviticus many commandments, more or less filling out the
original idea of the Ten Commandments, which has to do with acting justly. Now most
of this is what people should not do, except one phrase toward the end: “You shall love
your neighbor as yourself. I am the Lord.” Now that’s a beautiful statement, but what
does it really mean? So we can say perhaps for a long time people just more or less
muddled through.
Now one way to understand the Gospel of Matthew is it’s explaining what that means
to love your neighbor as yourself. To love your neighbor as yourself is to recognize that
you and your neighbor are both intimately conjoined to God in God’s plan, in God’s
mind and heart. To love your neighbor as yourself, of course, means that you have to
start with yourself. We have to recognize our proper dignity as human beings. We
cannot be cynical about ourselves and think we’re going to love ourselves as God wants
us to or as God himself does. God loves people, God loves his creation, unconditionally
with no strings attached, because God is God. That’s the way God is. Now we have to
start with ourselves and love ourselves as we are. Of course we have faults; we have
shortcomings, but that does not mean that we have a right to be negative about ourselves.
Then we have to pass that love onto others.
Now when we love people and they’re in need, we share with them. We don’t say,
well, your need is your own fault; your need is based on the fact you never bothered to
work, or your need is based on the fact you wasted all your money. You help those who
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have needs—that’s the idea. So you love your neighbor as yourself. You love yourself
as God loves you with no conditions and no strings attached.
Now this is very simple in principle, and yet we can run through life not seeing any
examples of how God is inviting us to do this. And the reason is that we often don’t
really take the time to think. We don’t take the time to reflect on how God is leading us
in our daily lives. We think of God as someone we meet perhaps on Sunday or even on
weekdays in the Mass—and true enough God comes to us in the sacrament—but that’s
only a way God has of leading us though the whole day to find him in all people and all
situations, even the most negative.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Ask, Seek, Knock!
First Week of Lent Thursday, March 8, 2001
Est C 12:14-16, 23-25;
Mt 7:7-12
(St. John of God)

7:00 a.m.

“Seek, and you will find. Knock, and it will be opened to you.”
Today Jesus is not speaking about looking for lost articles. If you’ve lost your keys,
you may pray to St. Anthony! But what Jesus is talking about is not losing things, but
rather he is talking about how we can be lost ourselves and how we have to seek in this
world, how we have to knock for a door to be opened. He is speaking about our actual
condition, and he is also speaking about the nature of life as God created it. When we
feel lost, this is in a sense good because we are! It’s good we have a good gyroscope or
whatever to tell us that we’re off course. We need that type of sense so that we can get
back on course, or find the right way in the first place. God has designed life to be a
journey, and a journey implies a goal, an aim, a home point; and many people do not
sense this at all.
In a movie I recently saw, a sister is berating her troubled brother and she says, “You
don’t have an anchor. You have nothing to hold onto!” And he says, “I don’t want to
hold onto anything. I’m just getting along.” And that describes a great number of
people. They’re not trying to hold onto anything, nor are they trying to find anything;
they’re just “getting along,” aimlessly adrift in life.
Jesus’ teaching is that we will be aimlessly adrift until we start to look, and it’s a
process that we’re supposed to actually do. Life is not supposed to be easy. Life is
designed to be a challenge, and we have to take up the challenge and look for God and
God’s purpose. And when we do look, we will find. Jesus guarantees this. It may take a
while, but we will find if we really look with our eyes open. Sometimes we may feel that
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there are no real opportunities in life for us. Perhaps we’re looking for the wrong kinds
of opportunities. This is not about a career. This is not about picking the right person to
be friends with. This is not personal in the small sense. This is about the meaning of life
itself.
“Knock, and it will be opened to you.” We do come against hard surfaces in life,
doors that are closed. But we are not hopeless because of it. “Knock, it will be opened to
you.” Why? Because God is our Father, and just as you love your own children and will
do almost anything for them—sometimes the wrong things even—to help them along, so
God will do anything to help us—but never the wrong things! You know by
experiencing your own children’s folly that there are things that you cannot teach them
and things you cannot do for them. And there are things that in a sense God cannot teach
us either. And there are definitely things God cannot do for us because we have to do
them for ourselves—but it’s possible! “The one who asks, receives. The one who seeks,
finds. The one who knocks, enters.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Inner Life versus Outward Behavior
8:30 a.m. Ez 18:21-28; Mt 5:20-26

First Week of Lent Friday, March 9, 2001
(St. Frances of Rome)

Today is the feast of St. Frances of Rome. And I suggest you look up about her life.
She is a wonderful example of married life and religious life. She lived at a time of the
plague when many people died, doctors died, priests died. Frances went around bringing
the sick into her home—there is no record of what her husband thought about this. She
distinguished herself as a great lover of the poor and sick, so we commemorate her today.

In today’s gospel reading Jesus says, “Unless your holiness surpasses that of the
scribes and Pharisees you shall not enter the kingdom of God.”

Well, now here is something that we need to look at if we’re really interested in being
disciples. What does he mean by “surpassing the holiness of the scribes”? Well, the
scribes were people who wrote down everything. They never did anything original; they
copied. And they taught a kind of religious piety that was a matter of copying and
repeating. It was not a matter of coming out of your heart with something that was your
own. And the Pharisees were very devout people. In fact, the word “Pharisee” actually
comes from the word “Hasid,” that means “the devout ones” or “the beloved.” And they
were very devout and very much interested in the law, but their interests focused on
behavior, outward behavior. And Jesus’ point is well, you have to go beyond outward
behavior; you have to go inward to inner behavior, the inner life of the emotions, because
that’s where the soul is. The soul can produce so much negative emotion. And if the
soul is producing unhealthy emotions, then our holiness does not surpass that of the
Pharisees.

So Jesus says, “The law says, ‘Do not commit murder,’ and I agree with it, but I say,
‘Don’t even be angry.’” Why? Well, anger is natural. But there’s a way of dealing with
anger; it’s actually energy that can be used righteously. For what? To work for justice,
to speak out against injustice, to enable us to be an advocate of the poor and the
oppressed, as St. Frances was.

Inner Life versus Outward Behavior

But there’s another way anger can work too. Anger can, and usually does when it’s
not acknowledged, percolate inside, and it starts to poison our attitude toward people.
And pretty soon we are cutting them off within ourselves and then even maybe murdering
them within ourselves. That’s why Jesus says, “Whoever is angry with his brother shall
be liable to judgment. In another text it says, “Anyone who is angry with his brother is
guilty of murder—the same idea. So he is calling us to be more aware of our inner life.

Then later on he is talking about going to court. And this is a very important thing
that people don’t realize. When people feel wronged, they are full of a sense of, you
know, righteous indignation. Now he is raising the question, Well, how righteous is this
indignation? All right, you want to go to court? If you go the court, you may end up the
one on the docket because when we get full of our indignation, we’re certain that we’ve
been wronged and the other person is terrible. But objectively, maybe it’s the other way
around, or maybe we’re both wrong.

But be careful about your feelings: that’s the underlying theme because, “I warn you,”
he says, “you will not be released until you have paid the last penny.” What kind of
penny? What does that mean? What are you paying? Well, we then extol out of
ourselves tremendous penalties when we don’t forgive, when we don’t let go. And it can
work on your system. And I’ve actually come to the point of wondering about certain
people I’ve known who have been very physically ill, and I’ve wondered to what extent
they made themselves that way by never letting go of whatever hurts they had
experienced.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Become God! Love Your Enemies
First Week of Lent
8:00 a.m.
Dt 26:16-19;
Mt 5:43-48

Saturday, March 10, 2001

“My command to you is: love your enemies, pray for your persecutors.”
At the very center of Jesus’ teaching is the basic idea that human life must model itself
on the life of God. This is a reversal of what up to his day was constantly practiced. The
life of God had been modeled on what human beings did; that’s what myth was all about:
the gods were just like us, but more so! But Jesus insists that God is very different from
the way we are, on the one hand; and yet on the other, we can become like God through
the transformation that comes about by accepting the kingdom. Thus his entire mission
was begun by announcing the need for metanoia, sometimes translated “repentance.” But
repentance does not mean simply regretting some action or some word. Repentance
means completely turning around one’s life and one’s being. So Jesus says, “You have
heard the commandment, ‘You shall love your countryman but hate your enemy.’” This
is, of course, a derivation of the Decalogue, which was very limited in its application. It
was truly based on treating one’s Hebrew neighbor justly, but it stopped at the frontier of
Israel. Jesus said, “No, my command to you is love your enemies, pray for your
persecutors.”
Now at first this might seem not only wildly idealistic but even impossible. But again,
the point is not that this is something that we should do or this is something we ought to
do, but this is something we can do. That comes first. We can love our enemies. We can
love those who persecute us, not, of course, out of any human energy or any human
motivation. But we can do this because he, Jesus, is bringing to us the power and the life
of God, and that by so receiving this power and life and exercising it in this way—
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blessing our persecutors and loving our enemies—we become transformed and become
like God; and therefore we are truly the great beneficiaries of this moral teaching. It’s
not our enemies who really benefit most. They benefit only indirectly, but we benefit
directly because we become empowered to live and to act as God does; and therefore we
are, in the words of our Fathers of the Church, becoming God!
Now that expression sounds weird to us, but that’s what the Fathers used to say in
Greek: “We become God.” That means we love our enemies. That means we love
without any reason, because that’s the way God is. God loves without any reason
because God is love; and therefore he chooses to bless everyone good or bad, just or
unjust, because it’s his nature. And we can become like that. We can become a person
so like God that we simply love and bless those for no reason whatsoever—even those
who persecute us, even those who are enemies, even those who hate us, even those who
pray for our downfall.
Now this, of course, is taking life in a very different way from what we normally do.
Normally we are reacting to other people. Jesus says, “This is now the time to stop
reacting.” Instead of reacting to others, become God and take on God’s perspective.
Take on God’s action. Take on God’s way of life. This is possible. Again, he does not
present it as a new moral law, but as a totally new possibility. And if we ever really meet
it in our lives, we will see its power and value.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Religious Experiences—Glimpses into Deeper Reality Second Sunday of Lent/C
March 11, 2001
8:45 a.m.
Gn 15:5-12, 17-18; Phil 3:17—4:1; Lk 9:28b-36

“They fell silent and did not at that time tell anyone what they had seen.”
In today’s story of the transfiguration the evangelist tells us about a profound religious
experience that Peter, James, and John shared. It is easy to read this story and to imagine
that something happened to Jesus, but it’s probably better to think of this as something
happening to Peter and James and John. What they experienced was a momentary
glimpse into the truth that had always been with them but had eluded their senses.
This is the nature of a religious experience. One of the points that the evangelist
mentions is that they saw Jesus in a conversation with the past: Moses and Elijah,
representing of course the tradition of the law and the tradition of the prophets. This is
also a very important aspect of all authentic religious experience: it puts us in contact
with the past, and leads us to the future, and shows the relationship between the
two.
Now when it comes to the reactions of Peter, James, and John, the first one was this is
great; let’s stay here forever! Partly this is because in religious experience it seems that
time stops. But of course that’s simply part of the experience; and the experience passes
and time resumes—and that’s important. As the profounder reality comes to them,
they fall silent. This is because human speech is really not created or developed to speak
of these mysteries: the mystery that envelopes us, the mystery that is greater than
ourselves, the mystery that is the beginning and origin of everything, and also its end
point or goal. The silence is important because, as the evangelist tells us, Peter did not
know what he was saying. And indeed, it is hard for us to discuss the most important
aspects of faith—of our personal religious lives. However, this story is given to us in
the Scriptures so that we can have some criteria to judge our own experiences and those
of others because religious experiences need discernment. They can be faulty. They
can be deceiving. They can be hallucinations as well.
Several points are made. First, we have to all realize, whether we personally have a
religious experience or not, that our senses do not clue us into the whole of reality; and
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in fact, our exclusive attachment to them obscures truth. And this we can know and
realize whether or not we personally experience a vision like Peter, James, and John.
Second, religious experiences can be powerful; they also can be terrifying. They can
be beautiful; they can be dislocating, and they can be renewing and healing—
sometimes all at the same time! Abraham for example, in the first reading, experienced a
terrifying darkness.
Third, desiring religious experiences, as if we really needed them, is not always
wise. They aren’t necessary. And yet they come, according to God’s plan for us,
whenever it is appropriate. So they are not the object that we strive for. They should not
be the goal of our faith. When God wants us to see something, God will show us.
Fourth, one of the most important parts or points in a religious vision is that it helps us
to see where we are in the grand scheme of things. And if it’s a religious experience
that’s authentic, it is always humbling. It never leads to self-importance—never! In
fact, self-importance is one of the great signs that a religious experience is not authentic,
is rather psychotic—a form of hallucination.
Finally, it is important that we note that religious experiences are usually preparation
for great suffering. For this reason alone we can see it is not necessarily wise to desire
them. For just as powerful forces formed and transformed the face of this planet, causing
all kinds of upheavals in the formation of mountains and hills and seas and valleys, in a
similar way a more powerful force—that is divine love—is forming and transforming
human nature. And it can bring in its wake, of course, great upheavals. The point being
that God wants the human nature to embody his own glory—the very goal and
purpose of the incarnation!
Jesus took Peter, James, and John to the mountain to pray; and for a brief moment
their eyes were opened and they glimpsed at the glory that Jesus had always embodied
from the moment of his conception in the womb of the Blessed Mother. And then they
returned to what we might call “normality” to go with him to the cross.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Description of Jesus’ Vision for Human Life
March 13, 2001
7:00 a.m.
Is 1:10, 16-20;

Second Week in Lent
Mt 23:1-12

Tuesday,

If we study the teachings of Jesus, we can say that the moral teachings come in two
different types: prescriptions and descriptions. Prescriptions have to do with what we
ought to do or should do or should not do or ought not do. The rich young man, for
example, who came to Jesus asking him, “What must I do to inherit eternal life,” was
looking for a prescription.
But much of what Jesus talks about isn’t a prescription at all; it’s a description of his
view, his vision, of God and life. And following Jesus is not simply doing what he
prescribes, but it’s also living in the vision that he describes! And in a sense that turns
out to be more problematic, more difficult. However, if we try very hard to live by his
prescriptions, we’ll find we can’t until we enter into the vision that he has described—the
world according to Jesus—life from the viewpoint of the Word of God! And many
Christian people throughout the ages have made very little progress in following Christ
because they have taken so little time to acquire the vision that Jesus himself has of life.
We tend to think that our own vision is good enough; and we may even think that attitude
is somehow virtuous and humble, but our vision of life isn’t good enough! It’s based on
too many illusions.
And Jesus is pointing out some of these illusions today using as his example the
religious leaders. He said, “Listen to what they say because after all they’re teaching the
teaching of Moses, but don’t observe what they do; and don’t follow their example
because there’s no consistency between what they say and what they do. And there’s no
consistency between what they say and what they do because they don’t understand
anything! Of course good works are good, but their good works are preformed to be
seen.” Elsewhere he says, “They have already had their reward.” That was the gospel, if
you recall, on Ash Wednesday. They have had their reward—it’s the same theme. So we
shouldn’t think that simply good works are good and bad works are bad. There’s much
more to it than that.
Good works are good when they are really done for the glory of God, when the right
hand doesn’t know what the left is doing, so that there is really no motivation of praise or
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thanks or gratitude, when in fact no one except the Father, who sees all things in secret,
even knows what it is that we are doing—then it’s truly a good work; otherwise it may be
good in some other sense, but it isn’t really a good work for God. Works performed to be
seen are works performed for oneself so that one can be admired or respected or
applauded or thanked. And there may be a certain goodness in all this, but it’s pretty low
level and it’s really building up the ego. It’s building up one’s own personal sense of
self. It isn’t serving God. And these are two very different goals.
And so it can be that formal religion, organized religion, becomes very much
something we do for our own sake, not for God’s sake. He mentions in this particular
text the wearing of huge tassels and phylacteries, which were forms of religious habits.
That can be done for a bad reason: to gain recognition, respect, something else, and so on.
Then he goes even further into our deep unconscious mind and he says, “Call no one
on earth your father.” And of course, this now really challenges us because we all have a
father, and we know very well we do. And Jesus says don’t think of him as your father.
This takes some doing to detach ourselves from what is after all an instinctive and natural
bond and realize that really and truly the kind of respect and dependence that we have for
our physical human fathers really belongs to God on a much deeper level.
So Jesus is really trying to alter the way we look at life, and it isn’t simple! It isn’t
easy to just do what he says! We have to think deeply about what he says—and why. Of
course, we will continue to have Father’s Day and we’ll call our fathers “Dad,” or
“Papa,” or whatever—that’s not the real point. That’s just a literal point. The deeper
point is: Do we recognize how God really has given us everything, how everything really
depends on God, not on where we come from in the human family? When this deepens,
then we can respond more deeply.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
A Sense of Responsibility
7:00 a.m.
Jer 17:5-10;

Second Week in Lent
Lk 16:19-31

Thursday, March 15, 2001

“If they do not listen to Moses and the prophets, they will not be convinced even if
one should rise from the dead.”
Today Jesus tells a story about judgment. Now this is something people often
misunderstand because whether we like to imagine otherwise or not we do not have a
very well-formed conscience, by which I mean our basic sense of right and wrong has not
really been very well-formed by the word of God or by a personal relation with God. It’s
formed more by the reactions that we gained early in life from others. In other words if
we did something that upset our parents, then we got the feeling that was bad. If we
made those significant people in our lives angry or embarrassed or upset or disappointed,
then we got a sense that, well, this isn’t right. But that is a very indirect and imprecise
way to develop a sense of right and wrong, and unfortunately that’s about all most people
have to go on because they’ve never probed the Scriptures—here represented by Moses
and the prophets. They don’t really think about what God is really trying to say through
the law and the prophets—through the law and the prophets and today for us the Church.
This being as it is, we do not have a very deep sense of responsibility. Now for
Scripture the whole idea of covenant is—really another way of saying covenant is—
responsibility, “barith” in Hebrew. Sometimes it is translated “treaty,” but it’s not
exactly a treaty; it’s a relationship of co-responsibility. “I will be your God; you will be
my people.” It’s a kind of a treaty, but it’s a treaty of co-responsibility. God chooses to
be specially responsibility for a people, but on the condition that they will be in turn
responsible to him. This is a covenant. The stipulations of the covenant are what we call
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the “Ten Commandments.” But the Ten Commandments are not as important as the
basis itself of co-responsibility.
This is what the rich man never understood. He never understood any responsibility.
He was rich. Rich means powerful. Rich means able. Rich means capable. Of what?
Of being responsible, of doing for God, of executing his judgment in the world, executing
his will in the world, bringing his justice to the world. That’s the whole idea of the Ten
Commandments, the justice of God brought into human affairs—and that’s just the
outline! And so he ends up in a place of torment. It is not some sort of punishment
visited upon him, as it were, extrinsically; but rather it is the internal, natural
consequence of his lack of responsibility. That’s what divine judgment is. In this sense
it’s very different from what we call punishment in normal human affairs. If you get
caught and go to jail, that’s extrinsic. But divine judgment is intrinsic, whether you get
caught or not, whether anyone knows or not, whether you even recognize it or not, by
failing to live up to responsibility you are losing the whole meaning of life. Why were
you created? You were created to be an image of God in the world. If you don’t do that,
you’ve failed with the only purpose there ever was in your being here. That’s what
happened to this rich man.
Now what’s not too believable in the story, of course, is that he is all of a sudden
concerned about his brothers. That, of course, is fictional because people who are
irresponsible like this rich man, who was never concerned before, would not become
concerned later. People don’t change that fast. And that’s really what this is trying to get
at even though it even inserts this little bit of almost humor. “They have Moses and the
prophets.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Think About the Produce We Bring Second Week in Lent Friday, March 16,
2001
7:00 a.m.
Gn 37:3-4, 12-13, 17-28;
Mt 21:33-43, 45-46

Jesus often spoke in parables, and parables always require that we think and listen
closely. In a sense it’s unfortunate that we have been brought up on parables because
now they sound so familiar, they are no longer troubling. But they were intended to be
troubling; as the author here says this parable deeply troubled the religious leaders of
Jesus’ day. They should also trouble us.
This story of a vineyard is meant to be a story about us. The vineyard could be
considered our lives. And the first point the parable makes is that we are not the owner,
however we may act and pretend to be in charge of the vineyard, however we may try to
take possession of the vineyard, it is not ours. It belongs to someone else: the one who
planted it. We are not the one who planted the vineyard. Our lives are not of our own
making. But we are to tend the vineyard, and we are to bring God, the owner, that is,
some produce.
And what is the produce we are going to bring God? It’s important we think about it.
It does not mean, of course, the artificial things that human beings manufacture. That’s
not what’s meant. It’s a different kind of produce. A produce that is also represented in
the cup that we bring to the altar over which we evoke the power of the Holy Spirit to
transform into the body and blood and soul and divinity of Christ. And what is that we
bring? Literally, of course, it’s wine; but what does wine represent? One of the great
problems in life is that people never think about what is the reason they’re living. This
parable was told so that we might wake up before it’s too late.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Useful Anxiety
Ex 3:1-8, 13-15;

Third Sunday of Lent/C
March 18, 2001
1 Cor 10:1-6, 10-12;
Lk 13:1-9

(Vigil 5:00 p.m.)

“But I tell you, if you do not repent, you will all perish as they did.”
The central message of today’s gospel reading is one of urgency: “Unless you repent,
you will likewise perish.” It is possible for us to live with a false sense of security,
based actually on a misunderstanding of what is meant by faith: that all is right with
the world, or at least all is right with ourselves, and we can rest in God. This can be an
extension of the temptation that Jesus experienced to throw himself off the parapet of the
temple. It’s not really faith but more an abuse of faith.
The truth Jesus is trying to get across in today’s reading put simply, plainly, is we are
living on borrowed time in a dangerous place. Tyrants kill; towers fall, and there is no
protection even for God’s elect. Therefore, we all need to start paying attention to
what is really important, what really matters. And the word “repent” means to start
paying attention to God, to yourself, to your task at hand.
By dozens of different examples Jesus was trying to convince his listeners that human
beings and human life is something like a vineyard, or in today’s example a fruitbearing tree. In other words its purpose is not simply to look nice. Its purpose is not
simply to be a thing of beauty, but its purpose is to bear fruit, to produce something. And
this leads to the perhaps shocking truth that a fruitless life is worthless. This is the
meaning of the parable: a fruitless life is worthless! Now this is not the sort of warm
fuzzy idea that people often look for in the gospel, but it is what Jesus is teaching.
Now on the one hand, God is very patient; in fact, God’s patience is unlimited.
That’s the idea of spending more time and attention on the fig tree. But on the other
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hand, our lives are not unlimited. We’re only going to be on this earth for so long, so
we only have so long to bear the fruit that we need to bear to make our lives
worthwhile. And the question then is are we bearing this fruit? Are we productive in the
sight of God? If not, this is the time to change, to turn our lives around away from our
own agenda to God’s agenda.
If anything, our lives today are more vulnerable than people’s lives at the time of
Christ. They had to worry, of course, about accidents, earthquakes, and wars. We have
more accidents to worry about, and earthquakes, and our neighbor’s children who may
have access to firearms—that’s simply an example! The world’s a dangerous place. The
news reminds of this every day. Realizing this can lead to useful anxiety. There is such a
thing—useful anxiety! We pray to be free of useless anxiety that does nothing except
waste energy. But useful anxiety is another way of caring about ourselves and about
our world; that’s useful and it can help us lead a more worthwhile life. The bottom
line is we cannot survive forever. Meanwhile, what are we doing for God’s sake?
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Knowing Oneself as a Child of God
Third Week in Lent Monday, March 19, 2001
8:30 a.m.
2 Sm 7:4-5, 12-14, 16;
Rom 4:13, 16-18, 22;
Lk 2:41-51
(St.
Joseph, husband of the Blessed Virgin Mary)

“Why did you search for me? Did you not know I had to be in my Father’s house?”
The story of Jesus in the temple is not a typical teenage prank. This is the unfolding
of the mystery of God’s life in Christ.
Now you notice the evangelist calls Mary and Joseph his “parents” two or three times,
and even puts into the mouth of Mary, although we don’t know if they were the exact
words, but the evangelist puts into the mouth of Mary this statement: “Son, why have you
done this to us? See, your father and I have been searching for you.” Your father—
meaning Joseph. And we should not imagine that Jesus in his adolescent, human
understanding actually understood the mystery of the incarnation. In his adolescent,
human understanding he was a human adolescent, otherwise there was no incarnation!
So what we’re seeing here is something very deep: that Jesus, although he did not
understand how he came about in the mystery of the incarnation, nonetheless, did have a
sense of who his Father was—meaning who God was. He had a distinct sense of that.
Apparently he was brought up to believe Joseph and Mary were his parents, but he didn’t
believe it. Why? Because he had this sense of the Father. Now this is a participation in
what we could call the Beatific Vision,” but we have to remember that whatever Beatific
Vision Jesus had was appropriate to his life, age, and so on. So he did have this deep
sense of Beatific Vision.
Moreover, he wanted everyone to have this! That’s why he said, “Call no man
‘father.’” So there is a way in which,of course, it’s very wonderful that we have fathers
and mothers and families. It gives us a place to belong. It gives us a sense of home. It
gives us a sense of upbringing and stability.
But there is another sense in which having a father and a family is limiting us. For
example, you look at a group of kids and you say, “Well, now this one went to the finest
university, but that one couldn’t.” Why? Well, basically because that family couldn’t
afford the finest university. Or perhaps that child wasn’t bright enough to get into the
best university. But why is that? Well, because he inherits the intelligence of his parents.

Knowing Oneself as a Child of God

So there’s a way in which, you know, we are determined in certain ways by where we
come from.
And Jesus’ point is that shouldn’t really stop us from really the ultimate identity, the
ultimate life that we’re to have as a child of God. So all the distinctions and
discriminations we make on earth: where you went to school, what kind of job your
father has, or your mother has, what kind of life you come from, and what kind of home
you have, etc., etc.—all those things are really not very important. “Call no man
‘father.’” Don’t worry about your social standing—don’t matter where you come from—
don’t matter about all that, because really, ultimately, you are a child of God! That has to
become what really motivates your life. That has to become the center of your life.
And we have to admit, which is very hard for us to admit, one of the most difficult
things is, that as adults we have an arrested development. Our development has been
arrested. And Jesus said, “Unless you become a child, you’ll never enter the kingdom of
God.” That, of course, is something we try to avoid thinking about. What it means is we
have to go back and resume our development from when it stopped, which is a long time
ago! That’s not what we want! We want to start from now! Okay, now God, tell me
what to do! Or now Church, tell me what to do. Explain to me how I’m supposed to live
out this gospel. Well, that’s almost pointless! We have to go back and begin again
growing from the point where we stopped growing; we have to become a child again.
But what we have to grow into is not this self-centered, small, little world based on
what I think and what I’ve experienced and what I know and where I come from and all
that. What we have to do is start all over again and grow up as a child of God, which is
totally different—with our whole awareness of everything centered on God and who God
is, because that tells us who we are. And that’s the growth that the gospel is calling us to.
And St. Joseph, patron of our parish and patron of Jesus, can help us on the way.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Perceiving What God Is Doing
Third Week in Lent
7:00 a.m.
Jer 7:23-28;
Lk 11:14-23

Thursday, March 22, 2001

“The man who is not with me is against me.”
You will recall another case where a similar but very different statement came forth
from Jesus’ mouth: “He who is not against us is with us.” It was in the plural, if you
remember. That particular situation was someone or some people using the name of
Jesus to heal, and the apostles tried to stop them because they weren’t familiar with these
people. And Jesus said, “Don’t stop them. Those who are not against us, are with us”—a
very inclusive, ecumenical attitude.
But this is different. Here Jesus says, “The man who is not with me is against me.”
It’s a very different context; and therefore a very different teaching. In this context the
real point is the battle between good and evil. It’s not a dispute over who has authority to
heal. It’s a dispute over what is really the work of God. Here we have people looking in
the face of God’s very work saying, “It’s the devil.” And Jesus says, “The man who is
not with me is against me.”
In another context, which is very similar to this one, when people are saying that it is
by the power of the devil Jesus is casting out devils, Jesus says, “Blaspheming the Son of
Man will be forgiven, but those who blaspheme the Holy Spirit will never be forgiven.”
This applies exactly to this context as well: to look again at the work of God and say,
“That is not of God.” That’s blaspheming the Holy Spirit.
It’s as if there were a bottom line that we cannot cross when it comes to life. It’s not a
matter of saying the right thing. It’s not a matter of belonging to the right group. What it
is a matter of is actually perceiving what God is doing. And there is actually no
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forgiveness for not perceiving what God is doing. There’s no forgiveness, and there’s no
acceptance of anyone who seeing the work of God says, “That’s Beelzebul; that’s the
devil; that’s evil!”
If you recall, sin began in the world, according to the story we read in the Book of
Genesis, when the first parents swallowed the lie proposed by the serpent: “If you eat of
the tree of the knowledge that God has forbidden you, you will become equal to God,
knowing good and evil.” What sin is in a basic sense is our playing God, our taking upon
ourselves the role of God, our becoming the center of our own world, and therefore
determining what is good and what is bad—what is good for us becomes good; what is
bad for us becomes bad—as if we determine what is real: the intent and the purpose of
life! In it’s most extreme form, this is looking in the face of God’s own blessing and
calling it a “curse.”
So this gospel was written because the fact is there are people, and hopefully we’ll
never meet them, but we might, who will look in the face of God and call it the “devil.”
There are people who will experience blessings and call them “curses.” And it’s very
sad, but it can happen. If we want to follow in Christ’s way, we have to really open our
eyes, and we have to look at the work which is being done, which God is doing, in our
own midst.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The Samaritan Woman as Evangelist
Third Week in Lent Friday, March 23, 2001
8:30 a.m.
Ex 17:1-7;
John 4:5-42
(St. Toribio de Mogrovejo)

This story of the Samaritan Woman is from the Optional Mass for today; that’s why
the responses aren’t in your Missaletes.
But in this story and in the preceding story from Exodus we see the symbolic
background of our sacramental life in the Church. Water is a very fundamental symbol
for us, the water not only of the Red Sea through which the Hebrews were led in their
escape from slavery, but the water of the rock which burst forth in the desert bringing
unexpected relief, a sign and symbol of Baptism. It bursts forth and brings unexpected
life.
Today in the gospel reading, the well in Shechem—this was a famous place, Jacob’s
well, supposedly. Jacob, the great ancestor, had been there, watered his flocks there. It
becomes the point of controversy in today’s story between the Samaritan woman and
Jesus. And in many ways the Samaritan woman represents us. Not only does the
Samaritan woman represent us, all the Samaritans represent us because we are not
Jews—some few of us maybe, but most of us are not. We were not brought up in the
tradition that really gives great explanation to everything. And Jesus says that, well,
already even that tradition is being superseded. “A time is coming, is already here, when
authentic worshipers worship the Father in Spirit and truth”—not in Jerusalem, not here
on Mount Gerizim near Shechem, but “in Spirit and truth.”
And we have to realize that religious sensibilities are often tied to ethnic and
geographical realities, language groups, places. But this is not what this is about. This is
about authentic worship. It has nothing to do with language groups. It has nothing to do
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with places. It has to do with Spirit and truth. Spirit and truth is universal. And the
Fathers of the Church, of course, found in this the origin, at least of the idea, “catholic.”
The Church is dispersed throughout the world of various races, various ethnic groupings,
and various languages, but all one in worship because we worship the same Father.
Now at the end of this story it is very important—each part of it is important, but the
end of it is very important—that the Samaritan people come at first invited by the
Samaritan woman—she’s an evangelist. And that’s what evangelists are supposed to do.
And that’s what we’re supposed to do; we’re supposed to invite people. But that’s not
the end of it because it ends by saying, “We have heard for ourselves, and we know that
this really is the Savior of the world. No longer does our faith depend on your story.” So
this is the goal of the Church; it’s the goal of evangelism: invite people so that they do
not depend on our story any longer but know for themselves who Jesus really is—the
Savior of the world.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Within the Recesses of Our Souls
Third Week of Lent Saturday, March 24, 2001
8:00 a.m.
Hos 6:1-6;
Lk 18:9-14

“Believe me, this man went home from the temple justified but the other did not.”

Jesus is always trying to bring his listeners to a deeper part within themselves, to a
deeper place within their own souls. “You have heard it said, ‘You should not kill.’ I say
do not hate. You have heard it said, ‘Do not commit adultery. I say anyone who lusts is
already guilty of adultery. You have heard it said, ‘Love your countrymen; hate your
enemies. I say love your enemies.” All of this can only take place when we think about
the inner place, the place of our own personal presence. This has to be changed and
brought into the light of God.

Worship is just like these other matters. Offering holocausts is very nice, but do they
really reflect an inner spirit of giving to God freely and generously? Tithing—admirable,
but does it really stem from an inner core of surrender to God? Fasting—again an
admirable practice, but is it really coming from an inner thirst and hunger for what the
world cannot give us? Always that’s the question: What is really going on in the inner
recess of our souls? That is why we gather every year during Lent to reflect on where we
are—not on what we’re doing, but where we are. That’s the real question.

Now this particular Pharisee actually was a admirable person in every external sense,
but inwardly he had made himself superior, a new boundary you might say—not actually
condemned by the law, but just as much dividing him from others, and therefore from
God. The publican, that is the tax collector—a person widely regarded as a collaborator
with the enemy, a person outside the law having really nothing outwardly going for
him—he went home justified. “For everyone who exalts himself shall be humbled, but
he who humbles himself shall be exalted.”

Within the Recesses of Our Souls

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Relating to the Heart of the Father Fourth Sunday in Lent/C
5:00 p.m. Jos 5:9a, 10-12; 2 Cor 5:17-21; Lk 15:1-3, 11-32

March 25, 2001

I am not worthy to be called your son; treat me as one of your hired hands.”

The parable we have just read is famous, and because it’s famous it has lost a certain
amount of its punch. Its punch has to do with exploring our relationship with God, and
specifically in regard to our feelings about God. For Jesus, God is always Father, even
Daddy, a beloved and loving Father who can be trusted, whose promises can be hoped for
and whose love is unconditioned.

Now in this particular story neither son has a clue what it means to have a father or
what it means to relate to a father. The first wishes his father dead. That is the
equivalent of saying, “I want my share of the inheritance.” Children only receive an
inheritance at the death of their parents; so he is saying equivalently, “I wish you were
dead! Give me what I would get if you were.”

The second son, perhaps not as brutal as the first, still feels nothing, neither of the
father’s grief at the loss of his brother nor anything of his father’s joy at his brother’s
return. This family in the parable is profoundly dysfunctional—and it’s our family! It’s
our human family; and also it’s our Church, our family of faith. We are profoundly
dysfunctional because in so many ways we don’t have a clue what it means to relate
to a father.

Jesus was always inviting his listeners and his followers into the heart of the
Father. That was key to the way he preached. For Jesus, heartless worship, heartless
obedience, lay at the core of much religion; and it rendered it sterile! In other words, for
many people the motivation for being religious is either fear of punishment or,
almost worse, a desire for gain, a desire for reward. The first is hardly a relationship
at all, and the second is really a relationship more of business than life, more calculation
than love.

Relating to the Heart of the Father

And from this point of view, being irreligious is hardly worse than being religious.
And that’s how this whole story started—don’t forget—the Pharisees were complaining
that Jesus was welcoming the irreligious, the unfaithful, the sinful, into his company, and
even breaking bread with them, this intimate act of companionship in the Jewish culture.
If you will remember, when Jesus spoke to the Samaritan Woman, he said, “What the
Father is seeking is authentic worshipers who worship him in Spirit and truth.”
The questions are:
¾ Did he find that?
¾ Does he find it now?
¾ Will he ever?

In one sense the Prodigal Son is most fortunate. After all, he hit bottom! And like
people with addictions, hitting bottom can be the greatest blessing in their lives if through
that event, at that moment in their lives, they make a decision to get help. That decision
can lead to a change, a profound change, of mind and even character. In the Bible, in the
New Testament, this change is called “metanoia,” often translated repentance. But it’s
not a backward-looking glance of regret; it’s a forward-looking vision of hope.

On the other hand, sometimes life hardens us just so much that our woundedness
simply makes us tough enough to resist love itself, even the love of God! And that’s
especially true for those whose religious beliefs strengthen rather than weaken their sense
of self-righteousness.

The story of the Prodigal Son and his elder brother Jesus told because people
criticized his welcoming sinners. We might want to reflect on this parable and try to fit
ourselves in—in one place or another.
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Behold, the Handmaid of the Lord
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Our Lord)
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(The Annunciation of

“Sacrifice and offering you did not desire, but a body you prepared for me; in
holocausts and sin offerings you took no delight.”
This is from the Letter to the Hebrews; and it’s, you might say, an expatiation on a
theme found in Isaiah, for in the Old Testament there was some tension, some conflict,
between the law and the prophets, between a religion based upon prescriptions and a
religion that was a direct response to God’s will. And if we think about it, there is this
difference. And we ourselves may vacillate between them: a religion which is
prescription, a set of what we need to do and what we need to avoid in order to be in the
grace of God versus an openness to the will of God. Now it seems that most people
choose the first. For one thing it’s easier to understand. It seems to include everything
we need. There are no surprises. In the second, the prophetic tradition, it’s all about
surprises; it’s all about the mystery of God’s sovereign will working its way through
history—and for a lot of us that’s scary!
But the Annunciation, the announcement to the Blessed Mother that she was chosen to
be the mother of the Savior, is really part of the second tradition, the prophetic. The
Angel Gabriel indeed was acting as a prophet when he said, “Hail Mary, full of grace!
The Lord is with you.” And this prophetic tradition, although it may seem scary, is
something we all need to get familiar with, because as Jesus reveals, the Father is really
drawing us into his own heart. The Angel Gabriel told Mary, “Do not fear.” And of
course we naturally fear the unknown, and probably we fear what God is going to ask of
us if we give him a blank check, if we say, “Whatever you want, God, I’ll do it.” But

Behold, the Handmaid of the Lord

there’s no need. As Gabriel said, “Do not fear, you have found favor with the Lord.”
And that is a fact!
And it is a fact not only for Mary, but really for all of God’s children. We have all
found favor with the Lord, and we have nothing to fear from God. We may have
something to fear, all right! We may fear for our lives. Just get in a car and drive
somewhere, and you can fear for your life! But that’s not the point of the gospel. That’s
not the point of the prophets. We have nothing to fear from God when we’re willing, of
course, to trust him, to respond to him, and to surrender to him. Then we have
nothing to fear.
And Mary in her own simple life shows us the way. “Behold, I am the handmaid of
the Lord.” Each day we need to decide what kind of a religious person we want to be.
Perhaps through the intercession of the Blessed Mother, she can show us the way to
respond to God, the mysterious God who wants to work his will in our lives.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
God’s Will for Our Healing
7:00 a.m.
Ez 47:1-9, 12;

Fourth Week of Lent
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Tuesday, March 27, 2001

“‘Sir,’ the sick man answered, ‘I don’t have anyone to plunge me into the pool once
the water has been stirred up.’”

And you may ask, so what? This is a story of a miracle, a healing. And miracles are
the kinds of things that people do indeed experience but can’t explain; but of course, we
always look for explanations.

Now why do people get sick? Well, we really don’t know. There is all kinds of
research done on this, and people try to find the cause of this or that; and we have some
good clues why certain conditions arise: certain viruses, certain toxins, evidently harm
the body. But not everybody with those viruses or everybody with those toxins is
harmed. How come some are and some aren’t? Well, we don’t know. People make
more or less obvious observations. For example, well, some people are healthier than
others; but why? Again, we don’t know! There is something about human life that
simply defies explanation. And it’s not merely because it’s complex—and it is—but also
because there are random issues involved. And yet at the same time these random issues
do not stop us from living an orderly life. So we always look for causes and effects, and
that’s probably okay.

But when it comes to God and how God works in us, that’s not okay, because we can’t
explain the workings of God. They are not based on any sort of cause and effect. And
when we try to explain how God works, we involve ourselves in superstition.
Superstition means to put value on something it doesn’t have. Here this man was sharing
in a common superstition that something was making the water stir up, you might say for
example an angel; and then the first one into the pool, that one would get the power
released—but not the next one, and so on. Now was this really true? Was it really true
that every first person who got to the water was healed and the second and third people
weren’t? Well, no.

God’s Will for Our Healing

But this trying to figure God out, or trying to figure out, well, how do we get these
miraculous effects in our lives, that’s the basic issue. And Jesus walks right up to him,
and he can see the problem. He can see he has been sick a long time. And he says, “Do
you want to be healed?” And the man says, “Well”—he doesn’t even answer him, but
it’s obvious! And Jesus says, “Stand up! Pick up your mat and walk!” He does not elicit
any faith from him.

Notice, many times there is some talk, “Do you believe?” and so on; there’s an
eliciting of faith. Not here! Ultimately, God’s actions are completely inscrutable and
sovereign! God doesn’t need our faith to work in our lives. However, our total healing
requires faith. If by total healing you mean our restoration to complete harmony with the
Creator and the creation, that requires faith. We can’t live harmoniously without faith.
But God doesn’t need our faith to work, so the whole idea of “faith healing” is to a great
degree superstitious. God’s sovereign power does what God wants to do. And this is a
sign of it, this story of the man at the pool.

So what lesson can we take out of this? That we need to read the signs. What is this a
sign of? That God wants health for me, for you, for the world. The gift of Jesus is the
gift of God’s own self, God’s own Son, poured into human nature—nothing held back—
to carry totally the burdens of existence, the burdens of sin, the burdens of suffering, and
to bring us to complete and total freedom and health and salvation. This is the will of
God expressed in Christ—and of this we need to be certain!
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The Mystery of Life and Death in Christ
Funeral
Gertrude Dwyer
Tuesday, March 27, 2001
Dan 12:1-3; Rom 8:31-35; Mt 11:25-30

“Father, Lord of heaven and earth, to you I offer praise, for what you have hidden
from the learned and the clever you have revealed to the merest children.”

Today we come to bury a friend, a mother, a grandmother, someone who is special to
us but perhaps unknown to the world. What we celebrate in this funeral liturgy is the
great value and importance that every single human being has. And this importance and
this value is not something that we learn from the world. And this is not a product of our
own cleverness. If we look to the world we see that of course there’s a belief in value, of
course there’s belief in importance, but of course, some are much more important than
others. And on a scale of value some people just slide right off; they have no value! The
unborn, the very poor, the very sick, often the very old, are not valued at all!

And this parallels the beliefs the world has about love. Of course the world believes
in love, but the world believes that some people are loveable and other people aren’t, that
love is localized, it’s here and not there. But what God reveals even to the merest
children is that all of us are truly valuable, all of us are truly important, all of us are truly
loveable. Love is not localized. It is the universal, substantial reality from which we
come without which there would be no meaning whatsoever in life. And that love
imbues every single one of its children with a supreme importance regardless of their
place in the world.

And the Church acknowledges this great potential that every single human being has
when we bring them to the font of life and we baptize them into the death of Christ, so
that from that moment on, their lives, regardless of what they look like from the outside,
inwardly are mirroring the mystery of God unfolding, the mystery of Christ himself,
whose passion, death, and resurrection we are preparing to celebrate in a very solemn
way in a couple of weeks. But that passion, death, and resurrection of Christ is the very
center of our lives as Christian people, as baptized believers. And so when we brought

The Mystery of Life and Death in Christ

the casket of Gertrude into the church, I sprinkled it with holy water recalling that great
moment in her life when for the first time she was sacramentally inserted into this
mystery of Christ’s life.

And we cannot understand the mystery of Christ’s life without confronting his death,
ignominious and deplorable and shocking as that may be! And likewise we cannot really
understand the meaning of our own lives or the life of Gertrude without confronting
death. It is in death that we return to the love that has created us. We cover the casket
with the pall that recalls the purity of life that is a gift from God—not something we are
inheriting from our past! Quite the opposite! What we inherit from our past, from the
past of our world, is a lot of trouble. But what God brings us is purity and innocence.
And for the rest of our lives from the moment of our Baptism until we come ourselves to
lie in death, it is our work to bring that purity and that innocence into active engagement
with the world which is unjust and unfair and unloving.

And we too, of course, become wounded along the way. Actually we begin life itself
wounded. And so the struggle is not only outward, but it’s also inward. But it is a
struggle that actually is being done within us by God and God’s Spirit. We join the
battle, but the battle is not ours. The battle is God’s. And the problems that come up in
our lives are also God’s, and God in his good time brings us the solution. And some
solutions simply come in the solution of life itself—the dissolution we call “death.”

So life is a work; life is a battle, and life is a problem; but not one that we are left in
without aid. It is God who has come to us, and he invites us to come to him. In the
words of today’s gospel: “Come to me all you who are weary and find life burdensome,
and I will refresh you.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
“The Will of Him Who Sent Me”
Fourth Week of Lent
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March 28, 200l
7:00 a.m.
Is 49:8-15;
John 5:17-30

“I judge as I hear, and my judgment is honest, because I am not seeking my own will
but the will of him who sent me.”
We realize that throughout Jesus’ ministry there are many controversies. And
although Jesus worked miracles in front of people’s eyes, some disputed his right to do
so, his authority to do so, and even—even—the power with which he worked, implying
or saying outright that it was the power of Beelzebub by which he cast out devils or
healed the sick. Now this controversy is not over. The world still has not come to accept
the message and the person of Jesus Christ. But that should be a secondary concern for
us. More primary, do we personally accept the mission, the message, and the person of
Jesus Christ? In this particular reading Jesus says, “I have come to do not my own will
but the will of him who sent me.”
In a recent book I was reading on the American Catholic experience there is a very
interesting story about the development of religiosity or spirituality in the Church in
America. Prior to 1840 American Catholic piety was actually very interior. It was based
on the imitation of Christ. After 1840 because of many reasons, including a flood of
immigrants from many countries, the spirituality of the Church started to change. It
became, shall we say, directed in a different direction from liturgy—vespers, for
example. Vespers were dropped after 1840 in parishes, although they had been
customary before then—the Divine Office. It was replaced by various devotions, which
in themselves may have been very good. But here’s one of the observations that author
made: many devotions were aimed at personal interests, satisfying the needs of people—

“The Will of Him Who Sent Me”

in many cases legitimate needs, true: the need for survival, the need for a good husband,
the need for a healthy baby, the need for a good job, the need for this or that—but very
much this-worldly!
But Jesus comes and says, “I have not come to do my own will. I have come to do the
will of him who sent me.” Can we believe that the will of God is perfect for us, that if we
simply do what God has asked us to do that everything will work out? St. Paul assures us
that everything will “work out for those who love God.” There is a way in which—and
there is a feverish kind of faith that is almost a lack of faith, a feverish kind of devotion
that is almost trying to wake God up to help us in our need, as if God isn’t always
directing us and supporting us and loving us and challenging us to respond.
Jesus caused a lot of controversy because he believed so firmly in the Father. And in
this text it says because he talked as if he and the Father were equal. What an intimate
life he shared with the Father that he could speak as if they’re equal. They are, of course,
equal. They’re one in being! But he did not come merely to tell us about something, but
he came to share the life of God with us. But how can we share the life of God unless we
trust totally in the will of him who sent him, the will of him who sent Jesus and the will
of him who created us, who has willed us to be here now in this world at this time for a
purpose, for his purpose. That’s Jesus’ idea of faith.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The Free Gift of Faith
Fourth Week of Lent Friday, March 30, 2001
Wis 2:1, 12-22;
Jn 7:1-2, 10, 25-30

7:00 a.m.

“When the Messiah comes, no one is supposed to know his origins.”
Well that was one view, but there were others! The truth is there were so many
different views and expectations about the Messiah that no one person or figure could
ever possibly fulfill all of them. The nature of human imagination, the nature of religious
fantasy was a work then as now.
And Jesus tried to cut through the power of this fantasy, this imagination, with what?
With the truth, with reality! He asked them, “So you know me? You know my origins?”
Of course, this question is loaded! On the one hand, they knew where he came from
more or less, but they really didn’t! He was known as a Nazarene, meaning he grew up
in Nazareth. But just because he grew up in Nazareth doesn’t mean he came from
Nazareth! And here we’re only speaking on the physical level. But of course the gospels
talk about different levels of Jesus’ origin. And this fourth gospel, the gospel according
to John, is the most explicit. The real origin of Jesus is in the Godhead. He is “God from
God, Light from Light, true God from true God.” Those are words really of the Council
of Nicaea, but they expressed what the fourth gospel says: “In the beginning was the
Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” The Word is God; the
Word is Light. And this is the origin—the true origin—of Jesus; so no matter where he
was born or who his mother was or how he came to be conceived, this is the truth.
But it’s not a truth that we can come to know the way we know other things. And
that’s the whole problem with confronting the Messiah. To confront the Messiah means
to be confronted by the revelation of God. And the revelation of God has never—as far

The Free Gift of Faith

as I know—ever been forced upon anybody. No one has ever been forced to see. No one
has ever been forced to hear. No one has ever been forced to believe. The revelation of
God comes as invitation. That is why no number of arguments, no matter how profound
they are or subtle or whatever, will ever convince anyone who doesn’t want to be
convinced. Revelation and faith are free gifts—freely given. But they must be freely
accepted.
Today we have an example of what was going on in the ministry of Jesus and in the
ministry of the Church. And really, to this day it continues; the risen Christ continues to
reveal himself and people say, “I don’t believe it! I don’t believe that’s God!” Or they
say, “I do believe it.” Still it’s a free gift. Now even for believers who have accepted
Christ, the question remains: Do we actually see him as he might touch us on any
particular day?

2

The Free Gift of Faith

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
External versus Internal Criteria Fourth Week of Lent Saturday, March 31, 2001
8:00 a.m.
Jer 11:18-20;
Jn 7:40-53

John, the evangelist, spends some time talking about the conflicts—the conflicts that
existed in the early Church, also among the Jews—about who Jesus really was. Now
there are actually two points that we can make from these discussions. The first one is
how much is God bound by people’s expectations? There’s clearly a school of thought
expressed in today’s reading, and yesterday’s reading as well, and other readings, that
God will only do what we expect God to do, that the way we use our Scriptures is to
predict what God will and can do. So if we have questions about the authenticity of any
particular person: Is this the Messiah? Is this a prophet? whatever, well, all we have to do
is consult what has already been written. This is a religious point of view. This is a
religious belief. It may still exist in ourselves to some degree. And of course, the point
of the evangelist is how foolish this is! How foolish to think that God somehow is bound
by the law! After all, God is the origin of the law.
When I was in seminary we had a professor who used to remind us: he said, “You
know, God is not bound by the sacramental system.” Now we have in our Church a
wonderful symbolic system of grace we call the “seven sacraments.” But we mustn’t
think that’s the only way God can touch people. That would be very foolish. But there
have been those people who thought that way. We bind God into our idea of what God
can do. And if God tries to step outside of the boundaries we’ve created, we say, “Well,
that’s not God.” And what is that? What is it when we look at the work of God and say,
“That isn’t God”? That’s blasphemy! So we have to be very careful that we do not adopt

External versus Internal Criteria

this sort of religious belief that God is bound by what it says in the past, that God is
bound by what we think God said, or what we think God promised.
From that point of view Jesus could not have been the Messiah because he didn’t
fulfill all of the various expectations people had. The main way in which he did not
fulfill their expectations is that he died an ignominious death, and that was not a part of
the role of the Messiah. And of course this is what John is getting at in this gospel: How
do we interpret the meaning of Jesus Christ in our lives? If we go merely by what we call
the “Old Testament,” we’ll never arrive at the right conclusion.
And then there is a second issue that John brings in here, and that is what criteria do
we use in judging God’s work? There are two presented here. One is external. External
means we judge people by where they come from, for example. The argument was,
“Well, now Jesus was from Galilee; therefore he couldn’t really be the Messiah.” That’s
what people were saying. Well, that’s an external thing. Do we judge people by
externals? Do we judge ourselves by externals?
Those who believed in Jesus believed in Jesus for internal reasons because “they heard
the words.” That’s what it says: “They heard the words.” They were internally
convinced, internally convicted. It was something internal to them that was going on that
said, “This must be the prophet.” Again, do we really listen to the words, or do we judge
by externals?

2

External versus Internal Criteria

Judging Actions—Not People
Is 43:16-21;
Phil 3:8-14;

Fifth Sunday of Lent/C
Jn 8:1-11

April 1, 2001 10:30 a.m.

“Then Jesus said, ‘neither do I condemn you. Go, and from now on do not sin
any more.’”

Today’s story is a gem of a story because Jesus facing a moral dilemma, as he so often
does in the stories in the New Testament, handles the situation with ease. He avoids the
two extremes that are very common among people: one a tolerant, permissive, and
subjective view, which fails to discern true moral principle—who cares? Who should
decide what’s right and wrong? Let each one decide for himself. That’s one extreme!
The other is an objective but intolerant attitude that discerns moral principles but fails to
discern the greatest of all principles, which is the salvation of people. In the old 1917
Code of Canon Law the introduction says “Salus populi suprema lex,” the salvation of
people is the supreme law.

The ultimate purpose of all law is to bring people to

salvation. Here Jesus affirms the universal validity of the law, “sin no more,” but
also expresses concern for this woman’s salvation, “Neither do I condemn you.”

Practically speaking, we need to see and to learn that we have to judge actions. We
need to judge the suitability of our own decisions and choices.

Laws and moral

principles are derived from an awareness of the meaning of human acts and also their
consequences. It’s important that we learn what are good moral principles. Being
responsible means that we take charge of our own choices.

We do not allow

circumstances to dictate to us what we do or what kind of person we become. We do not
allow other people to determine that either. We do not allow ourselves to be victims of
fate. Now this requires a certain amount of work, real reflection, serious thought, and
also self-discipline, because only when we are self-disciplined can we carry out the
difficult decisions that are required to be a morally principled person.

Judging Actions—Not People

However, while judging actions is crucial, judging people is not! And there are three
reasons we should avoid judging people.
 The first is: only God really knows all the aspects and details of a person’s life and
choice. We do not; we cannot!
 The second reason is: over a long period of time our decisions decide what kind of
person we become; but no one choice, no one decision, does that.
 Thirdly and most importantly, by subjecting others to judgment and criticism and
condemnation, we end up subjecting ourselves to the same. This is the teaching
of Christ. I quote a recent gospel lesson: “What you measure out will be measured
back to you.” That was said about judgment. Likewise in another story about the
unforgiving servant Jesus ended with this quotation: “God will treat you in exactly
the same way.” That was about being unforgiving. Furthermore, Jesus teaches in the
Lord’s Prayer “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against
us.”

Now in the world it may be true that “offense is the best defense,” but not with God.
With God the best defense is forgiveness. Only by being forgiving can we assure our
own forgiveness, unless of course you have no need of forgiveness. Then by all means
“Cast the first stone!”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Bearing False Witness Fifth Week of Lent
Dn 13:1-9, 15-17, 19-30, 33-62;
Jn 8:12-20

Monday, April 2, 2001 8:30 a.m.
(St. Francis of Paola)

Today’s two readings are about bearing witness, in the first reading false witness, in
the second reading true witness. The eighth commandment is “Thou shall not bear false
witness against thy neighbor.” And people do not quite understand what this means.
They think it means do not lie. But what people in modern times mean by lying has very
little to do with what the Scriptures are talking about.
Bearing false witness is exactly what happened in the first reading; the two elders
were bearing false witness against a daughter of Judah. The point is the law has power
over our lives, that is, under Judaism. And to bear false witness means to cause someone
to suffer unjustly because of false witness, false accusation. Now we know also that the
devil is called the “accuser” and the “father of lies.” So the deceit here is not simply a
matter of did you take the cookie; it’s something much deeper. It’s something that
confuses people’s minds. And the point of the Scripture, both the Old and the New
Testament, is that there is a profound responsibility in the community to discern the truth.
Daniel spoke up and said, “Since when do we believe an accusation without evidence?”
This community was almost ready to kill innocent life, and that’s against the law! They
were using the law to violate the law, but they weren’t really using the law because the
law was not being employed in its proper way. That’s why Daniel rose up.
Now in the second reading, Jesus is testifying about himself. When the law says you
need two for a testimony, Jesus says, “Well, I have two: myself and my Father.” They
don’t know what he is talking about. But he says, “It’s your fault you don’t know what
I’m talking about, because you don’t know the Father. And you don’t know the Father
because you don’t know me. If you knew me, you would know the Father.”
We are responsible for figuring out the truth. This idea, “well, I didn’t know,” is not a
very good argument; it’s not a very good defense from the standpoint of these two
readings. In the first reading there was no real excuse for the community not having
discerned that this accusation had no grounds. True, God intervened through Daniel, but
had not God intervened through Daniel, the community would have sinned grievously
against God because the Law says, “You shall not put the innocent to death.”

Bearing False Witness

In the second reading these people who are skeptical are sinning against God because
they don’t know Jesus. It’s our responsibility to know Jesus. And too often we sit back
and we simply act as if God is supposed to come to us and explain everything, or we
simply take whatever we hear to be true.
St. Paul, in mentioning the grievous sins that offend against God, mentions murder,
adultery, sorcery, and gossip, and a few others. But gossip is right up there among the
grievous sins. Why? Because gossip is false witness. Now as you know gossip can be
true or false. But the point of the matter isn’t whether it’s true or false, it’s false in the
sense that it is destroying something without cause. So this is all about truthfulness. This
is about how we need to care for what God is trying to tell us, and we have to be
discerning people. So if we just believe something, we’re acting wrongly without
evidence. Whether or not it turns out that it’s true, we’re still acting wrongly by
accepting it without evidence—that’s the point—because we’re not respecting the rights
of one another. So we have to think about that when we hear stories.
We go to the market, the Jewel market, and we see all these, you know, magazines—
whatever they call them—newspapers—all kinds of stories about people you know: Mrs.
Clinton. What’s she up to? Well, ought you to even read it? Ought you to even read
that? Ought you to read about this senator or that representative or this movie star? You
see, there’s no one to force anybody to tell the truth when it comes to the press. You
have to keep that in mind when you read. People often have this very naïve idea, oh, well,
it must be true—it’s in print! Not so! Not so at all! So in that sense we have to be very
skeptical about all the bad news we hear—be skeptical about that.
And before you believe something bad about someone, you must have evidence. In
that way we’re protecting what needs to be protected, and we won’t make the terrible
mistake of condemning the innocent. That’s the basic point. Better to let the guilty go
free than to condemn the innocent. And then you have to think about our legal system
and capital punishment, which in a sense is justified in the first reading, but only on the
basis of truth. And if we have a system that possibly kills the innocent, we have to be
very wary of that, and we have to perhaps do our best to correct it.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Suffering as a Way to Life
Wis 3:1-9;
Rev 14:13;

Funeral
Mt 5:1-12

Lynn Pindel

Monday, April 2, 2001

Today the Church begins Passiontide, a time of focusing on the suffering of Jesus and
the part that played in our redemption. And it’s very fitting that we also include in our
thinking and reflection the suffering of our own lives and the lives of our loved ones.
Human nature exists on many different levels, and suffering exists on many different
levels. For Lynn, her suffering entered through the physical door of cancer. For others,
it’s the emotional door of broken relationships or rejection. For others, it’s the mental
door of depression or fear or something like that. For yet others, it’s the spiritual door:
the battle is evil itself. But we can be sure of this, that once we become vulnerable, once
we are attacked through whatever door, it soon affects all of us, the whole of us, the
entire person. There’s no such thing as saying, well, I’m physically suffering, but
mentally I’m fine—not for very long! We are complete, whole beings and when we
suffer all of us suffers.
And somehow this is integral, that means this is part of the very way God has of
bringing us to redemption. Why? No one can explain it. St. Paul called this suffering of
Christ “folly to the Greeks,” because the Greeks were very bright people, very
sophisticated, and they could not find any value in suffering. He calls it a “scandal to the
Jews.” The Jews were a very upright, highly motivated people, and they could see no
value in suffering either. It is not clear; it cannot be explained; it is part of the mystery
that we live daily, the mystery of our vulnerability, the mystery of our being united to a
nature that is so fallible and frail and vulnerable—and being aware of it!

Suffering as a Way to Life

Now we might think that God surely could have done a better job of creating a world
where this would not be the way things turn out. And that would be, of course,
speculation. What we can say and do believe is that Jesus himself, who is God, “did not
deem equality with God something to be grasped at, but rather emptied himself and
entered into our lives” and became vulnerable as we are all vulnerable. He took upon
himself a lowly life “and accepted death, even death on a cross.” And this is meant to be
for us a lesson and a teaching: the life of Jesus itself, the way to life, the way to God,
somehow accepting what is!
And we know that there are many miracles in the world, and people are temporarily
saved from this or that problem. Even Lazarus was raised from the dead—temporarily.
But ultimately, we all will face death; and this is our nature! And what are we going to
do about it? We can either wail and moan and object, or we can see this as the way to
life.
Lynn ministered to us because she saw it as a way to life. Not to say she didn’t suffer,
or wish she hadn’t suffered so much, but she lived a life of Christian witness, of
gentleness, of compassion, of acceptance and love; that is to say in another way, she lived
the Beatitudes that are expressed in today’s gospel. And in spite of her suffering, she
experienced the blessedness of faith—and we also can.
In a few days we will be entering into the holiest time of the year when we participate
in the solemn remembrance of Jesus’ passion, death, and resurrection. Why do we do
this? That our passions and our sufferings may be found in his. We do this so that we
see through the fog of our own lives into the light of God. This is our faith, and this is
our hope.
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Suffering as a Way to Life

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Knowing Jesus as “I AM”
Gn 17:3-9;
Jn 8:51-59

Fifth Week in Lent Thursday, April 5, 2001 7:00 a.m.
(St. Vincent Ferrer)

“Before Abraham came to be, I AM.”
Abraham was a very important figure in the history of the Jewish people, and not only
the Jewish people, but all of the tribes of Israel. Judah was, after all, only one of the
twelve tribes—we sometimes forget.
Now Abraham appears in the first book of the Bible, the Book of Genesis, as the
ancestor who is remembered fondly throughout all the ages, the one to whom God
originally promised a special relationship called “covenant.” Now Abraham stands at the
head of the history of the biblical people, and not only as I say of the Jews, but the twelve
tribes of Israel. Abraham is also our “Father in Faith” and so named in the Roman
Canon. St. Paul deals with this topic in the Letter to the Galatians: “We are all children
of Abraham in faith.” And of course, Abraham is also the father of the Islamic people.
So the three great Western traditions all go back to the same source, Abraham. And all
worship the same God: the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the one God who is
Creator and Lord of all.
It is sad then to observe that disagreements among these three great traditions have
caused so much mischief and conflict in the world—so many wars—and continue to do
so. Of course, if you study the history, especially of the Middle East, you can see that
there were no worse conflicts than those among the children of the same man having
different mothers. The great disputes within families divided entire nations eventually.
And this really is what we have today.
Now this gospel is addressing itself really to the issue of who is Jesus. And the
evangelist proclaims, “Before Abraham came to be, I AM.” There are many people, for
example, Islamic people, who respect Jesus; they think highly of him. They call him
even the “Messiah.” But they say he isn’t the savior of the world and he is not the Lord
and he is not the Son of God. Now there are many Jewish people as well who respect
Jesus, even claim him as their own, but they don’t regard him truly as Son of God or Lord
or Messiah. And if we were truthful there are many Christians who really don’t accept
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Jesus as Lord or Savior or Messiah or Son of God. They simply think highly of him as if,
well, he was a very wonderful guy, a very great man.
But this is not the faith of the Church. The faith of the Church is “Before Abraham
came to be, I AM.” “I AM” of course is the claim to divinity. God is “I AM who AM.”
So whenever you hear “I AM,” you know that it is God speaking in the biblical idiom, in
the biblical way of language. And that is our faith: that it is God who has come to us in
Jesus, and that God’s desire to involve himself in our lives knew absolutely no
boundaries.
Now we can deal with this in terms of abstract thoughts and think oh, that’s very nice,
but what the gospel is trying to tell us is we need to accept it in our very guts, in our very
emotional life. This has to be an operative belief that guides us, that helps us
comprehend our own condition, that helps us deal with our own suffering, that helps us
deal with our own weakness. We have to understand that God entered into our suffering,
entered into our weakness, entered into our pain, and yes, even entered into our sin. St.
Paul says, “He became sin.” That doesn’t mean he chose to offend God, but it means he
entered into solidarity with those who had cut themselves off from God, so that Jesus
even knows what it means to suffer from sin, from darkness, from alienation, from
discommunion and disconnectedness. All of this has been assumed because “Before
Abraham came to be, I AM.” This is the Godhead pouring itself into human experience,
pouring himself into the human condition.
And I believe that this is a fundamentally difficult belief for us to accept in a deep
personal and emotional way. It is easier to put it at a distance and to think about it
abstractly. But when we put it at a distance and think about it abstractly, it does not
affect us; and the saving grace that it’s meant to bestow remains ineffective in our own
personal lives, and therefore somewhat ineffective in the world. John fearlessly
proclaimed this gospel because he wanted the entire world to come to know his beloved
brother as he truly is.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The Works of The Word
Fifth Week of Lent
Jer 20:10-13;
Jn 10:31-42

Friday, April 6, 2001 8:30 a.m.

“Many good deeds have I shown you from the Father.”
Today our evangelist is trying to engage us in an understanding of the danger that lies
in words. In the very beginning of the fourth gospel it is written: “In the beginning was
the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” The Word—in the
singular. Today we see a battle between the Word and the words, the words of religious
people, the words expressing a particular point of view, the words which are a result of
the thinking process of a whole culture. And Jesus clearly says here, “Many good deeds
have I shown you from the Father.” He does not say many good words have I shown you
from the Father.
He is the Word, and the Word dwelling amongst us shows deeds, sometimes also
called “works.” Deeds and works exemplify and demonstrate the meaning of the Word,
who is God. On the other hand, words—we could go so far as to say words crucify.
Words and the mental world they come from crucify and misunderstand and misconstrue
and yes, even create perversions—they pervert truth. Now you’ve seen this before—
perhaps you haven’t noticed—but you’ve seen it before in the fourth gospel, this dialectic
between words and works. “Believe what you see. Put your trust in my deeds.”
Of course, the responsibility for all of this lies within each of us. The Word has come
into our world. The Word has been made flesh. The Word has dwelt among us. It is up
to us to see the works that this Word does in our midst--and to believe it, to believe in the
works and to believe in the Word. What can confound us, what can mislead us, what can
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lead us away from the true path are words, and even words of the Bible, words of
religious men and religious people! They can be misleading!
Ultimately, what is being asked for is surrender, that each of us surrenders to the
revelation that is being offered, the revelation that is made known in action, in deed, in
work. This requires a giving up which is profound. Words don’t, because, after all, we
are the origin of our own words; and if we make faith into a matter of words, we’re in
charge! We’re in charge of what we believe and how we believe it; and there is really no
surrender!
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
What Kind of Salvation Are We Looking For? Passion Sunday/C April 8, 2001
7:00 a.m.
Lk 19:28-40;
Is 50:4-7;
Phil 2:6-11;
Lk 22:14—23:56

“Are you the Christ? Then save yourself and us too.”
Two thousand years after the drama we have just heard the world still has not
recognized the hour of its deliverance, and we may wonder why. The answer may be in
the words of the thief hanging to Jesus’ left. He was looking for deliverance; he was
looking for salvation, but not the kind God was offering!
Perhaps this would be a very good meditation for us during this week. What kind of
salvation are we looking for? What kind of deliverance are we expecting? It is very easy
for us to want to save ourselves. It is easy for us to think of salvation and redemption and
deliverance as something lifting us out of our misery, our pain, our problems, our
sorrows. But this is not God’s way.
Perhaps if we spend some time really meditating on what it is that God is offering to
us and what it is that we have really been wanting, we’ll be well disposed to come
Thursday evening to celebrate the memorial of Jesus’ Last Supper, the moment of his
betrayal, the beginning of his agony. We’ll be ready to join together in celebrating and
Venerating the Cross of Christ on Friday, and then on Saturday to come to the Vigil to
celebrate the New Life and the deliverance that God has in mind.

What Kind of Salvation Are We Looking For?

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
That Money Given to the Poor
Is 42:1-7; Jn 12:1-11

Holy Week

Monday, April 9, 2001

7:00 a.m.

“It could have brought three hundred silver pieces, and the money have been given to
the poor.”

This story is almost humorous—almost humorous—but it’s really too sad to be funny!
And what’s the saddest thing about it is that it replays itself constantly. For example, if
you go downtown to Chicago, you can see magnificent buildings, many of them with
marble interiors in the lobbies. You can see luxurious hotels that cost hundreds of dollars
a night just for one room, banks, which spare no cost, not to mention gambling casinos—
not necessarily in Chicago, but elsewhere—and huge entertainment centers, parks,
Disney Worlds and Disneylands, and all kinds of things costing millions upon millions of
dollars, and never, ever, ever does anyone say that the cost of these places could have
been given to the poor! Never! I have never, ever heard it! In fifty years—fifty-one
years! No one has ever suggested that the money we spend on entertainment, that the
money we spend on self-indulgence, on hotels, restaurants, on business, never has anyone
ever suggested that this money should be given to the poor.

But just build a shrine or a church, and this thought of Judas will reverberate: Why
isn’t that money given to the poor? And it betrays our values. It betrays a way of
thinking that says what’s mine is mine! Where giving honor to God is something that is
begrudged—spending money on ourselves, that’s fine. Spending money to honor God or
the saints is simply a waste, and we would be better to give it to the poor, as if the poor
only have a share in the money we’ve already begrudgingly set aside for God! That little
bit has to be enough for the poor too! That’s the mind of Judas. And sadly, it’s the mind
of many others.

That Money Given to the Poor

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Meaning and Purpose of Our Lives
Holy Week
7:00 a.m.
Is 49:1-6;
Jn 13:21-33, 36-38

Tuesday, April 10, 2001

“Though I thought I had toiled in vain, and for nothing, uselessly, spent my strength,
yet my reward is with the Lord, my recompense is with my God.”
We read from the prophet Isaiah especially during this holy week because we believe
that Jesus took a great deal of his own understanding of who he was from the prophet
Isaiah, especially this particular reading, which is from the Song of the Servant. Now
Isaiah was not speaking in a unique way only about himself. Jesus therefore could well
also understand his own life and vocation the way Isaiah understood his, but then so can
all of us—and we need to.
Even before the idea of evolution came on the scene, people often had the idea that
they were just more or less thrown into this world by impersonal forces insofar as sex is
an impersonal force. And evolution, although it does have a very good point, can, at least
the way it is understood by most people, further cloud the matter by implying that life has
come into the world by some sort of blind chance. This is clearly false. Blind chance
could not create or sustain being. Life emerges truly in a mysterious and apparently
unplanned way, but it always demonstrates order and novelty, both of which point to the
immanence of God in everything. Jesus said, “With God are all possibilities,” so as out
of the many millions of possibilities in God, there comes change, creativity, novelty,
newness—and that even in the natural order.
But because God does not point to everything he creates and show his presence in a
sort of blatant way allowing us to seek him, allowing us to wonder, making it necessary
for us to look, many of us can at least momentarily in our lives feel that there is no point,
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that we labor for nothing, that our work is useless. And in one sense these feelings are
correct. Insofar as we labor for our own purposes, in the long run it is useless.
But there is a very useful way to labor for the purpose for which we have been
created. And Isaiah is reflecting on this deep sense he has that the Lord called him from
birth. And the Lord calls us all from birth. From our mother’s womb he gives us our
names; he gives us our lives, and he sends us with a vocation into the world to be his
servant. “You are my servant,” he said to me, “through whom I show my glory.” And
that is our reason for living: to show the glory of God! And all our toiling is never in
vain if it is done to show the glory of God. Whatever we suffer is never in vain, if it’s
done to show the glory of God. All our troubles are never in vain, if they are surrendered
to God to show his glory. And this is the way we need to see meaning and purpose in
everything. And so when we start to question the value of our struggles, and when we
question the value of our work, perhaps what we need to question is our own goals. Have
they supplanted the goals of God?
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Loving Service to the Unworthy
Easter Triduum
Holy Thursday
Solemn Celebration of the Lord’s Supper
April 12, 2001
7:30 p.m.
Ex 12:1-8, 11-14;
1 Cor 11:23-26;
Jn 13:1-15

“For this night is the Passover of the Lord.”
And indeed for Jewish people the Passover was the religious highlight of their faith
life, more important than the various rituals of the temple, which were after all for the
priests to perform. But the Passover of the Lord was a meal and a ritual of remembrance
for every single person to share in. The Passover of the Lord was performed never in a
temple, never in a synagogue. The Passover of the Lord was performed in homes or
other public places where many could gather together. And when the people of Israel
gathered for the Passover of the Lord, they experienced the exodus. For them the exodus
was not some far-off, distant event of the past. The exodus was God’s saving action now,
even though by calendar calculations twelve hundred years had elapsed. But through
the Passover they became present to that event, which was for them the saving event
that made them a people, that gave them an identity, that led them to a covenant with the
one God. I don’t believe it would be overstating the matter to say that without Passover
there would be no more Judaism, there would be no more identity of a people set apart!
Now it is during this event, this Passover ritual, this time and season in the life of
Jesus’ people, that Jesus himself realized, and the gospel says knew, that he was about to
bring about the final deliverance—in this case a deliverance not only for his own people,
but for the life of the world. And during this Passover, on the night before he died, Jesus
wanted to give to posterity, to those who would follow after him, a similar vehicle to
experience the saving, redemptive work of God, so that no matter how many years
elapsed from that time, subsequent generations could really believe and experience the
saving event of Christ, the saving, liberating, redemptive event that we indeed celebrate
this night. But we don’t merely celebrate it this night, because it is the very meaning of
the Eucharist! Jesus changed the direction of the transportation. Instead of from the
present to the past, he went from the present to the future in interpreting the death that he
would undergo the following day and the victory he would enjoy in the kingdom of God,
when he would drink once more of the fruit of the vine. We also, every time we gather
together for Eucharist, are looking to that event that we call “the past,” but it’s really an
everlasting and eternal event of Christ offering himself to the Father. We also look to the
future to that time when God will finally gather together all those who continue to labor
and who continue to be burdened into the peace of God’s kingdom. And in the power of
this ritual we are united past, present, and future, and we encounter and are
introduced to the risen Christ and offered eternal communion with the one God.
We think far too little about what we do!
When tempted by the devil to transform rocks into bread, Jesus quoted Scripture. He
said, “Man does not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes forth from the
mouth of God.” The word of God gives meaning. And survivors of Auschwitz and
Treblinka and the gulags and prisons in Red China and prisoners of war have proved that
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if we have meaning, we can survive. The word of God gives meaning. And Jesus
transforms meaning, at least to those who are receptive. He takes the matzoth, long a
symbol of the saving event of exodus, and he transforms it into a symbol and
participation in the death he is about to undergo, the sacrifice he is about to make of
himself, of his life, of his body to the Father. “This is my body offered up for you.” His
life indeed is a gift offered simultaneously to the Father and to you and to me. “Take
and eat.” Jesus doesn’t explain his death, but he asks his disciples to accept it as a gift, as
indeed a form of nourishment—the bread of life itself. He takes the kiddush cup, the cup
of blessing, and he asks his disciples to share in his own sacrificial blood poured out to
bring forgiveness to the whole world. This is no static presence that we can reserve.
This is an invitation to share in Jesus’ own brokenness and his love unto death, and
receiving it impels us to follow in his steps! But this is an invitation that we’ve often
and frequently failed to accept—however devout we may be, however well-intentioned
we really are—because we’ve grown accustomed to despising our own brokenness. We
regret our weakness and are always looking for a “fix.” The Eucharist is no “fix”! It is a
participation in the death of Christ. We are so hurt ourselves by life, by those who
have rejected us, by our disappointments, even by death, that we allow our souls to
become hardened and frightened and cynical.
And that’s part of the reason why the fourth gospel, the gospel attributed to the
“beloved disciple,” passes over without mention the matzoth and the kiddush cup and the
words and the illusions and goes to a very peculiar gesture: the washing of the feet. And
what is the meaning of the washing of the feet? Jesus says, “You will not understand it
now. You will understand it later.” And when is “later” ever going to come? Of course,
it is a servile act; it’s the work of a servant. It’s a sign of humility. It’s an example of
putting others first. And it’s especially important in that sense—putting others first—for
anybody who has authority in the human community, anyone who has power of any kind.
All leaders need to learn how to put others first. But there is more to it than that. The
beloved disciple knew with his heart that Jesus himself realized first of all that he was
about to die—it says so here in the gospel; we don’t know how that was, but the beloved
disciple believed that Jesus knew he was about to die.
And Jesus didn’t simply wash his disciples’ feet as a form of hospitality. It is that. It
is a way of making people feel at home and comfortable and settled. But I’m sure the
beloved disciple realized something more here, because the very feet he was washing
were about to run away from him! If you have ever been abandoned by someone you
really loved or counted on, you know what a death that is. I personally wonder whether
the physical torment that Jesus endured was really equal in his own experience and his
own awareness to the profound suffering that he experienced because his friends all
bailed-out! You can answer this yourself. What is the greatest pain you’ve ever
experienced? But Jesus did not allow the disloyalty and the rejection that he was
about to experience to stop him from loving these unworthy friends and serving
them. And finding God in such a situation is another way of talking about eating the
bread that is broken and drinking the cup. How easy it is for us to regret the love that we
have given to those who betray us. Jesus shows no sign of that—no regret. He wouldn’t
have done anything differently. The love of God is not conditioned! And if it were, we
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would all be excluded! That unconditioned love is the essence of Jesus’ surrender to the
Father. It is what impels his self-offering. It is the power of the cross, and it is the means
of our reconciliation to God, to one another, to life.
And so tonight, on this most holy night, I invite you to let the Lord Jesus wash your
feet, even though you are unworthy! But more, I ask you to turn around and wash the
feet of someone else, who is also unworthy, and to be with the great suffering that has
been caused in our world by the rejection of love, and to recognize that the unconditioned
love of God overshadows all our weaknesses and all our failures and empowers us to go
forth to make a new world.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The Cross—Rejection of Violence
Easter Triduum
Good Friday
Liturgy of the Word, Veneration of the Cross, Holy Communion April 13, 2001
3:00 p.m.
Is 52:13—53:12; Heb 4:14-16; 5:7-9; Jn 18:1—19:42

We have just heard the passion of Jesus Christ according to John, and as I mentioned
last night, the gospel according to John is attributed to the one called the “Beloved
Disciple.” And of all the gospels, it is the one that emphasizes the most the singular,
divine quality in the life of Jesus, in the work of Jesus, in the words of Jesus. The signs,
the works, that Jesus preformed in the first three gospels are works of healing; they are
works of power, but they are the kind of experiences we too share in. We know the sick
do recover. We know that prayers are answered.
But with the fourth gospel, Jesus is the Lord of the impossible! And the signs he
works are not signs we have ever seen. For example, he draws wine out of mere water.
You have never experienced that. He draws sight out of eyes blind from birth. You have
never seen that. He even beckons a living being to come forth from a tomb that has been
sealed for three days. You have never seen that. Jesus, in the fourth gospel, is truly the
Lord of the impossible.
All the more poignant then that this Lord must and chooses to die! This powerful
figure of grace and authority must undergo death, and the reason is that he chooses to.
“No one takes my life away,” he says, “I choose to lay it down.” And he does so. And
not on Golgotha, and not before Pilate, and not even before the Sanhedrin. He lays it
down right at the beginning in front of his dear friend and betrayer, Judas, when he,
Judas, approaches him with his posse. This carries on the theme of love without limit.
It is clear that death cannot be avoided—even for the Lord of the impossible! Already
we have heard “Unless the grain of wheat falls to the earth and dies, it remains just a
grain of wheat.” Death is the door to real life, and until death we are merely seedlings;
and without death we are sterile seedlings! And yet however true that may be, however
essential death may be, however much a part of life death is, violence and cruelty and
hate are not—they are not necessary and they are not part of life, at least by God’s
design. They are not part of what God created. When God created he looked at what he
had created, and he saw that everything was good.
But in the Book of Genesis that tells of our origins, it also tells of the story of Noah.
And God speaks to Noah and he says that he desires to wipe out the entire human race
because, and I quote from the New English Bible, “the earth is filled with violence
because of them.” God wants to wipe out the entire human race because “the earth is
filled with violence because of them.” Violence and hatred and cruelty are not part of
what God has created. They are something we have created. They are perhaps our
first inventions, more notable than fire, which is really not an invention but a discovery,
more notable than the wheel, which is really simply utilizing the inherent properties of a
circle. Violence is a true creation because it comes from nothing. There is no reason
for us to be violent, except for our attempt to place ourselves at the very center of
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our world and to play God. And one lesson we can get from the story of the flood,
even if all the unjust are drown, that does not stop violence either, so much a part of what
we have become as a people, as a race, as a species, violence is!
So fighting fire with fire doesn’t work when it comes to violence. So why do we keep
trying? Jesus didn’t! He kept absolutely free and pure from violence. In Philippians
it says, “Son though he was, Jesus accepted death”—and not only death, but a violent,
cruel and hateful death—“death on a cross.”
We need to meditate deeply on the meaning of the cross. Too often people have
thought of it as somehow God’s punitive retaliation. That is not what the Scriptures say.
And that would make God vindictive, which would contradict Jesus’ own teachings about
the Father. Jesus indeed is the very image of the living God. And Jesus is not simply the
immanent God; the immanent God is in everything that exists. Without God creating and
sustaining anything, it would cease to exist. Jesus is much more than God immanent.
Jesus is the eminence of God, a God who John describes as love, who cannot be
violent or cruel or hateful or vengeful or vindictive. It’s contrary to God’s nature.
And St. Paul reflects in 1 Corinthians: the power of love is the power “to endure all
things.” And in Jesus we see the incarnation of love in an eminent fashion, which on the
cross endured all things and all crimes and all evils once and for all so that from this
fullness we all can receive. Now no true disciple, no one who claims to want to follow
Jesus, can have any lingering sympathy for violence or hatred or cruelty. That would
contradict the meaning of the cross!
Now on this Good Friday we gather to venerate the cross. And veneration is not only
an expression of affection or gratitude—it can be that. But it’s meant to be an expression
of a resolution to be done fully and forever with violence in ourselves, to prefer dying to
inflicting death. The cross impels us to define now discipleship as this preference: to
prefer dying to inflecting death. When Pope Paul VI came to New York to visit the
United Nations and address the General Assembly he repeated over and over again in
French, “ne plus la guerre”—never war again. But, of course, there will be always more
war as long as there’s violence within us. The cross is the only way to peace. It is
God’s way.
Perhaps in all honesty you are not ready this afternoon to accept the cross, then
perhaps you should not venerate it—unless you want to be ready to accept the cross. The
veneration of the cross is a commitment not lightly made. It’s a commitment to
embrace God’s peace, God’s “shalom.” When and if you are ready and willing to
embrace this shalom, or at least when and if you are ready to want to embrace this
shalom, then please come forward.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Throw Away the Old Yeast
Easter Sunday April 15, 2001
Acts 10:34a, 37-43;
1 Cor 5:6b-8;
Jn 20:1-9

7:00 a.m.

“Therefore, let us celebrate the feast, not with the old yeast, the yeast of malice
and wickedness, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth.”
This text is taken from the second reading from St. Paul’s First Letter to the
Corinthians. In this passage St. Paul assumes that the reader or the listener is familiar
with traditional bread baking procedures. Flour contains natural enzymes that cause the
dough to sour and to produce carbon dioxide, therefore rising. In the past the process was
understood very well practically speaking, but not theoretically. And such natural
processes as bread fermentation or wine fermentation were favorite metaphors for the
New Testament authors who were trying to describe a process of transformation, both
of individuals and whole societies that practically they could see happen, but not
understand how.
In this particular case, St. Paul is talking about an unfortunate kind of transformation,
because transformation can be for the good or for the bad. Here he is talking about the
possibility that dough can get too fermented, too sour, and then fetid; and no one wants to
eat bread made from fetid dough, so it’s best to throw it out and start all over again with
unleavened bread, unleavened dough. Likewise—and this is his point—influences can
enter into us, into our souls, that cause a transformation with unpleasant results.
This he calls the “old yeast of malice and wickedness.”
Now on a more positive note, Jesus himself observed that his own followers were
capable of becoming yeast infecting the entire world, ultimately all of society with the
power of truth. So it goes both ways, this process of fermentation.
Perhaps this Easter morning it would be good for us to look at our own yeasts.
What’s fermenting in our souls? Are we growing slowly into the life of the kingdom of
God, and gradually infecting those around us with the power of truth? Or are we growing
sour, dispirited, or cynical?
Long ago, when I was a boy, before the StarWars saga of cops and robbers science
fiction became so popular, science fiction movies were often deep metaphors with a real
message about life. One such movie during the 1950’s was called The Forbidden Planet.
Since most of you are either too young to have seen this movie or old enough to have
forgotten it, I will for a moment briefly reprise the story. In this story an expedition from
Earth arrives on a totally desolate planet. But much to the surprise of the exploratory
party, beneath the surface of this planet there exists a vast labyrinth of laboratories,
machines, and computers, which are still functioning perfectly; but there isn’t a trace of
the civilization that built them. And later on we learn that they have actually disappeared
for hundreds of years.
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Now on this planet, before this expedition arrives, there are two people. They’re
Earthlings: a maverick scientist and his daughter. He spent the major part of his adult life
on this planet trying to study what he can of the civilization that has developed this
remarkable labyrinth of machines and computers, and he learns what happened. They
discovered a way of transforming thought into energy so that they could have
anything they wanted, anywhere they wanted it, anytime they wanted it, merely by
thinking about it! It sounds like a dream come true. The result was the entire
annihilation of that civilization. Why? The hidden yeast of malice. In their great
sophistication they had failed to notice what was going on inside the laboratory of their
own hearts. Or perhaps they noticed it a little bit and thought they could control it!
We in our own modern sophistication often fail to realize how resentments, anger,
the desire for revenge, fear, suspicion, envy, or any other negative emotion can
gradually take over our thoughts and poison our feelings and eventually our entire
minds. And yes, our bodies are just like those remarkable machines on that remarkable
planet. What do they do? They convert our thoughts into energy every day. Every effect
we see in the world—good or bad—was born in the thoughts of somebody. If we want
good results in our own lives, in our own growth and development, we have to clear out
all the negative influences. This is what St. Paul is saying: “Get rid of the old yeast.”
And the author of this story, The Forbidden Planet, was saying the same thing. Indeed
this Earth, this planet, our home, will become a forbidden planet also, if its
inhabitants don’t wake up and take charge of their own characters and behaviors
and actions.
Clearly there are two very different approaches to the unpleasant, the unjust, and the
intolerable conditions that we find on our planet. One approach involves blaming and
excusing. Both our legal system and the entertainment business relies heavily on this
approach. The other involves each person accepting responsibility for who he or she
is becoming. And recognize that we are each day becoming! We’re not finished until
the day of our last breath. And while we realize what we are becoming, we can make
changes along the way. Of course, this approach requires faith. And faith here means
trust in the basic goodness of life, in the goodness and the benevolence of our Creator.
It requires trust that the world is basically good, that evil can be overcome, that mistakes
can be corrected, sin can be forgiven, and life can be renewed. This is our faith. This is
the faith of the Church.
And of course, this kind of faith requires constant support, constant growth,
constant challenge, further knowledge, help, and friends. In other words, faith
requires belonging to a faith community. On the other hand, blaming, judging and
excusing are all nothing but self-defensive strategies based on a lack of trust, self-doubt,
and cynicism about life itself. Ultimately, this approach assumes nothing really matters,
except maybe my personal version of life. Do you want to live in a world where nothing
really matters, where the only difference between right and wrong rests on personal
feelings? Probably not. But believing in anything has its costs. We should not kid
ourselves otherwise. And the cost of believing that there is a substantial reality beyond
people’s personal feelings and opinions and preferences, is the need to give up, to
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surrender, a self-centered life and learn how to live as a branch on a vast vine or as
a member or limb of a great body.
This is the meaning of Baptism. We are reborn not as individuals, but as branches
on a great vine and members of an inclusive body, which contains all God’s people—the
body of Christ! Through Baptism we learn to make an offering of ourselves to the
Father in union with Jesus, enabled by Jesus! Thus we learn to behave as a true child
of God. This morning we gather for Eucharist. And what is that? Offering ourselves to
the Father with Jesus and through his power. And to prepare ourselves to do that more
fully, I’m going to ask you to renew the promises of your Baptism.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Dealing with the Mystery of the Resurrection
April 16, 2001 8:30 a.m.
Acts 2:14, 22-32;

Octave of Easter
Mt 28:8-15

Monday,

What’s notable in the readings about the resurrection of Jesus is the way in which, at
least in the stories as they’re told, and I believe this is very basic to the inspiration of the
Holy Spirit, the unbeliever always has an out.
Now, for example, if the women had come to the tomb and said, “Now who is going
to roll away the stone?” and then they said, “Well, now let’s get some guys here, and
they’ll move the stone,” and then they went in and it was empty, that would have been
different—a different story. That’s not the story. The story is the stone was already
rolled back. Why? Not because Jesus needed to roll it back to get out. He could walk
through walls. We’re talking about the power of God here. So the stone was rolled back,
it seems to me, so that the unbeliever could always have some other explanation. Why?
God doesn’t force himself on anybody. Faith is always an invitation. God doesn’t corner
us either; he doesn’t box us in. He gives us an out. If you don’t want to believe, walk
away.
So now there is this story here about how the soldiers were given a bribe and the
elders said, “Now tell people that the disciples stole the body.” Well, again, faith is a
gift; and it’s something we have to freely want and accept. And it has to be something
that comes to us as a gift, and it has to be a perception that changes our outlook on life. It
can’t be something that forces us to believe, because now this story presumes that the
elders actually knew that there was no explanation, otherwise they wouldn’t have made
something up. But they didn’t believe! That’s the nature of faith. It’s a free willed
choice.

Dealing with the Mystery of the Resurrection

So the Church now has been sent into the world to proclaim this faith, and we have to
find a strategy too. It’s not about tricking people. It’s a strategy of inviting people into a
truth and into a reality that is almost too good to be true, and we can see that even in the
practice of the faithful. How many people, for example, come to daily Mass during Lent
as a special observance—then Easter Monday morning, no more? Why? Well, Lent is
all about God living in our life, helping us deal with our problems and our suffering, all
of which is easy to identify with. Easter is about something we cannot identify with! It’s
about the great mystery of life. And while people may rejoice in one sense, in another
sense they’re just befuddled with the resurrection—believer and unbeliever alike, actually
are befuddled by what is God doing! And the unbeliever takes the easy road and says, “I
don’t believe it,” because now you don’t have to handle it any more. You can just kind
of forget about it. But the believer is in that very uncomfortable place of saying, “There’s
so much more now to life than I ever thought. And there’s so much more to life than me
and my problems.” And even believers find it hard to take!
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The Way You Talk
Third Sunday of Easter/C April 29, 2001 8:45 a.m.
Acts 5:27-32, 40-41; Rv 5:11-14; Jn 21:1-14 Celebration of First Holy Communion

My words today will be primarily aimed at the first communicants; but of course,
you’re all welcome to listen in.
Today, boys and girls, we have a story about Jesus appearing after his resurrection.
It’s the third time in this gospel that Jesus appears. And one of the very significant parts
of the story is that the disciples did not—what?—recognize him! Isn’t that true? It says
that they didn’t recognize him, and the two disciples on the road to Emmaus didn’t
recognize him either; and Mary Magdalene, his very dearest friend, didn’t recognize him
either. And this is a pattern: the closest friends of Jesus did not recognize him after
the resurrection from the dead.
Now you might think that is rather odd, but it’s deliberate. And the evangelist—that’s
the writer—the writer of the gospel wants us to realize that resurrection from the dead
doesn’t mean that life is the same as it was before. Jesus doesn’t just rejoin his old
friends and carry on as before. Rather it’s an entirely new kind of life. It’s a new level
of life. And the new level of life is not only for Jesus but also for his followers, for his
believers, for his Church, for those who follow after him—a new level of life! And that’s
what these stories are about. And it’s hard for us to recognize that Jesus is indeed in our
midst. We do not recognize him either. It’s the same for us. Whatever we’re doing,
whether we’re in school, whether we’re playing or doing our chores, Jesus is with
us; and we have to learn how to recognize his presence because his presence is not just
being there. He is there for something.
What is Jesus doing this morning in the reading for his friends? What’s he doing?
Pardon? Yes, but what is he doing for them right now on the beach? Yes, he’s fixing
their breakfast—he’s fixing their breakfast. And you know what, if you go into the Bible
and you read how many times Jesus is eating, it’s an enormous number of times! He was
always eating; in fact his opponents, his enemies, accused him of being a glutton. What’s
a glutton? Do you know what a glutton is? Ask your mother. What? Somebody who
eats too much—that’s right. So they said that Jesus ate too much. Well, they had a point;
he was always gathering people together at table. He was always inviting people to
have bread and wine, and this morning fish. And when he talked about heaven, what
heaven is like, he said that it’s like a banquet that goes on and on forever! You see how
much he liked eating? But the difference is this: he wasn’t talking about ordinary food,
because the resurrected life is not about ordinary life. It’s really about a different kind
of food.
You see, once we meet Jesus truly in our hearts, something happens. We become
reborn. A new life begins in us. It’s like a seed that is planted, and that seed has to grow.
That new life has to grow, and it has to be fed, just like you have to feed your flowers.
You have to spray Miracle-Gro on them or they’ll wilt. We need “miracle grow” too.
We need the power of God’s food to nurture the godly life that we are given in
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Baptism when we are born again by water and Spirit. And that’s why we bring you
to the table of the Lord for this food, which is really the bread that has come down from
heaven, bread that will continue nourishing the divine life that you have been given. And
if you allow this divine life to change you, you will grow in ways that you cannot
imagine because it’s God doing it. You understand? So this is a very important kind of
food that is being talked about here: the body, the blood, the soul, and the divinity of
Jesus himself risen from the dead coming now to bring us nourishment; and that
nourishment is God himself. That is the meaning of Holy Eucharist; that is the meaning
of Holy Communion.
Now, boys and girls, if we are going to take Holy Communion into our mouths, that
means we have to—we have to—allow God to start changing the way we talk. There
is a beautiful prayer we say right before Communion: “O Lord, I am not worthy that”—
what?—“O Lord I am not worthy”—Julia?—“that you should come under my roof.”
Isn’t that what we say every Sunday? “O Lord, I am not worthy that you should come
under my roof.” What roof? What does it mean, “roof”? What roof? Yes, the roof of
your mouth! That’s what it means. We are not worthy for God to come under the
roof of our mouths! Why? Because of the way we talk all the time, the way we
downgrade people! You know, sometimes you—not necessarily you—but some
children come to me and they say, “You know, Father, I’m okay, but my brother is a
bully and my sister is a brat.” Well, now I wonder do you help your brother by the way
you talk to him not to be a bully? Do you help your sister by the way you talk to her not
to be a brat? Now if we’re going to receive Jesus into our mouths, we have to let God
speak through us. We become God’s spokesperson. The rest of that prayer is: “say but
the word and I shall be healed.” See, God’s power, God’s grace, God’s life will heal us
and heal our tongues from saying poisonous, nasty, mean, untruthful things. We are
called on to build up one another because—this is the whole idea—we are one body.
And that means you are no longer the center of your life—Christ is! If you’re a
believer, Christ is the center of your life. Mary, if you are a believer, Christ is the
center of your life! You’re not the center, so therefore you can’t just act like other kids.
See, they’re all very self-centered. That’s all they know, but you are different now
because God has touched you. And this morning you’re going to take God into your
mouth, so you have to learn how to speak in a godly way—and listen too, because the
two go together!
So now if you want something, you say, “Mom, I want this.” And she says, “No.”
Well, you have to learn what “no” means. It means that your parents know better than
you do what’s good for you. And therefore you don’t start whining! You know you
torture your parents with your tongue when you whine! It’s pure torment! And if
you are going to be Christ-like, you can’t torture people—including your parents! You
cannot torture them. You have to learn that no means no, yes means yes, and go with it!
That’s how you become Christ-like. Someday you’ll be a parent, maybe. And you’re
going to need all the wisdom you’re learning right now from your parents. And you
know what, the worse parents are those who never learned anything from their parents—
so start learning now! Learn their wisdom, and you’ll be more Christ-like because Jesus
“grew in obedience and wisdom before God and man.” And you can do that too.
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So you might think you’re little. How old are you now? Seven years old. That’s
pretty young, right? But you can change the world. Now you might not make any real
major changes, but at least you can stop making it worse! In little ways you can stop
making it worse. And it starts at home. And it goes onto school, and onto the
playground, and everywhere else you go. Yes, and you can make changes! And they
start with you, and they start with the way you talk. And I have a theory—I’ve never
proved it—my theory is this: that if all you do is take care of the way you talk, you
don’t have to worry about anything else! And you’ll soon become perfect. If
everything you say to everybody, is what Christ would say, you’ll be perfect. It’s a
theory I have. Let’s see if you can prove it? You want to try? Dave, you want to try?
How about over here? Anybody with me? Are you going to try to watch how you talk
now? And make sure everything you say—at least try—now you’re not going to be
totally successful, but try each day to think how would Jesus say this! All right? Okay?
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Focusing on Present-Day Needs Third Week of Easter Monday, April 30, 2001
7:00 a.m. Acts 6:8-15; Jn 6:22-29 (St. Pius V)

“You should not be working for perishable food but for food that remains unto life
eternal, food which the Son of Man will give you; it is on him that God the Father has set
his seal.”
We could say that in John’s Gospel there are several incidences when Jesus is
scolding, mildly anyway, those who are following him. Now today the point is that the
people are following him for the wrong reason. There’s a very interesting book written,
The American Catholic Experience by John J. Hughes; I may have mentioned it before.
In this book, the author, Father Hughes, talks about the life of the Church in one
particular section from 1840 to1940; and he said that during this period of time devotions
became extremely important. And most devotions had as their goal something very
material, something very, if you want to put it this way, worldly. Now maybe it was a
legitimate concern, for example, a good job or a good husband. These are legitimate
needs and concerns, but his point is that devotional life was almost totally consumed with
seeking what was perishable, what I need now! So we can’t imagine that this problem
that Jesus is pointing out in today’s gospel was only present long ago. It’s also possible
at every point in history that those who seek God, seek God for a personal gain in the
present time.
Now the point is that of course it is very beneficial to lead a religious life. It is very
beneficial to live a holy life. And there are many temporal benefits that accrue to people
who are prayerful or faithful and who live according to God’s will. So that’s all part of
the, you might say, the program of the kingdom.

Focusing on Present-Day Needs

However the point that Jesus is making is we need to always go beyond our own
personal needs if we’re going to follow him. His doctrines and his teachings are not
primarily focused on the present moment. His teachings include the present moment as
they include everything, but they are not primarily focused on the present moment. And
when we get too tied up with our own personal issues, we might actually start veering
away from his whole plan, his whole purpose for us. We have to see beyond the present
moment, see beyond our own personal needs. This particular group in the gospel were
failing to do that.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The Christian Vocation of Work Third Week of Easter Tuesday, May 1, 2001
7:00 a.m. Acts 7:51—8:1; Jn 6:30-35 (Gen 1:26—2:3; Col 3:14-15, 17, 23-24;
Mt 13:54-58) (St. Joseph the Worker)

Today we celebrate the memorial of St. Joseph the Worker; and of course, I think it’s
important that we do think about the value and purpose of work as the Christian vocation.
First of all, there is in the Scriptures an ambiguity about work. In the Book of Genesis
God creates human beings and puts them in the Garden of Eden to till and keep the earth,
so that caring for the earth is a fundamental responsibility that reflects the fact that we are
made in the image and likeness of God; and therefore we are called to participate in
God’s creative purpose, God’s creative work.
But on the other hand, after the fall, after the sin, after human beings tried to be equal
to God, deciding for themselves what’s good and evil, there is the statement about now
“You shall earn your bread by the sweat of your brow.” Now that’s more of a negative
attitude toward work. The work is a punishment. Of course it isn’t really the work that’s
the punishment; it’s the laboriousness of work that is a punishment. And this is what we
need to see in our own personal lives. Work does not have to be a punishment. It can be
a creative participation in our own vocation to be an image of God in the world, to be
creative in the world, to continue and to aid, if you will, God’s work. Or it can become a
laborious, depressing, awful experience!
So one of the great responsibilities of the Church is to try to encourage people as
individuals and society as a whole to make work a blessing, to provide the kind of
environment in which work will be a blessing. But a lot of that environment is created in
our own minds. It is our attitude toward life and toward work that supplies a great deal of
that environment. Do we understand that when we go to work—wherever it is: an office,

The Christian Vocation of Work

a factory, a school, whatever it is—that we are given an opportunity to witness to our
faith. And witness is not only verbal; it doesn’t simply mean how we talk, perhaps about
God, about our faith, about our beliefs. That may be appropriate sometimes. It’s also the
way in which we live and the way in which we work, the way we go about our
responsibilities. Some people only do the minimum. Some people go about their work in
a very grudging way. Well, this is not witnessing to faith! And I admit that some people
may work in conditions that are basically deplorable. That’s also part of the whole
equation.
But this is a responsibility for us as individuals and as a Church to think about and to
reflect on: to bring our work in the world to God as a gift. This is part of the sacrifice of
praise that glorifies God. This is part of the spiritual sacrifice we make of our own lives.
And we do influence other people. And we don’t only influence other people as
individuals; we can actually influence entire organizations. We must never underestimate
the power of good example.
So we celebrate St. Joseph the Worker because we need to remind ourselves that work
is ultimately an honor, that work is a great opportunity for us to give something of
ourselves to God and to the world to make a true difference. And it’s important that we
bring that attitude to our places of employment, and not simply wait around for the day of
our retirement.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Meaning of “In My Name”
Third Week of Easter
Thursday, May 3, 2001
7:00 a.m.
1 Cor 15:1-8;
Jn 14:6-14
(Sts. Philip and James)

“Anything you ask me in my name I will do.”
It might be useful to reflect on what is meant by this term, “in my name.” Many
people seem to misunderstand it. It does not mean, for example, simply repeating the
sound of the word, “Jesus,” much less the word, “God.” That’s not what it means: “in
my name.”
Names in the Bible are very important. In the Book of Genesis it says that Adam
named all the animals. This doesn’t mean that he made pets out of them or called them
by some sort of pet name like “Fido” or “Felix.” It means, rather, that he understood
their natures. He named what they were because he knew them, meaning that man,
human beings, can know as well as be known. This is one of the higher faculties that is
given to the human creature. In the history of salvation we see that God renamed
Abraham, for example, signifying a shift not in his nature but his mission, his purpose in
life: “You shall be called Abraham.” Jesus did the same with Simon: “You shall be
called Cephas, and on this Cephas I shall build my Church,” again, a new mission all tied
up with name. John the Baptist, if you will recall, caused all sorts of consternation at his
birth because his mother wanted to name him “John.” But that wasn’t the name of
anyone else in the family, signifying, of course, that he was going to be unlike anyone
else in the family, a unique, singular being with a very special purpose.
Jesus himself reflects the name of God revealed by God to Moses when he said, “I
AM who AM,” Yahweh. “Yahweh” simply means “I AM who AM.” That is the name
of God, the name revealed to Moses. And the law of the Decalogue forbade the Hebrew
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people from using that name in vain, meaning in an unauthorized way. Name means
power. And only the priests in certain circumstances were allowed to use the name of
God. The rest of the time they had to refer to God in some indirect way by calling him,
for example, the “Lord,” “Adonai,” or even referring to him as the “Name,” even though
in some cases it meant they said “the name of the ‘Name.’” But that second name was a
substitute for “Yahweh,” which they could not say. “Jesus” means “Yahweh saves.”
So names are important. When it says, “Anything you ask me in my name I will do,”
it means when we enter into the very essence of Jesus, when we enter into the very
relation Jesus has with the Father, when we enter into the very mission that Jesus has and
shares with his people—which is the very idea of apostle. The apostles are those Jesus
has called to share in his name, in his mission, in his work. And it says here, “The man
who has faith in me will do the works I do”—share his mission—“and greater far than
these.” That’s what it means to live in the name of Jesus. It means to do his work, to
exceed his work, because one shares his life, his mission, his purpose.
Now when we pray, we need to then enter into the mission of Jesus, enter into the
relation Jesus has with the Father, because as it says here, “How can you say, ‘Show us
the Father?’” Do you not believe that I am in the Father and the Father is in me?” So to
pray in the name of Jesus means to enter into that relationship he has with the Father, and
to want and to desire what Jesus wants and desires. And when we want and when we
desire what Jesus wants and desires, that will be done; and that is his promise.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Death as a Path to the Father
Third Week of Easter
7:00 a.m.
Acts 9:1-20;
Jn 6:52-59

Friday, May 4, 2001

“For my flesh is real food and my blood real drink.”
We live in the Catholic Church in a sacramental system, and sacraments are part of a
symbolic language that speaks simultaneously on many different levels. On one level we
have, for example, the Eucharist, which is the flesh and blood of Christ, the body and
blood of Christ, which is real food and real drink. That is practically superficial,
however, in contrast to the deeper meaning.
What is, after all, the flesh and blood of Jesus but his very life given up? The flesh
and blood of Jesus is his very life offered to the Father. His very flesh and blood was
separated on the cross. And so even to think about the life of Jesus in these separate
terms, flesh and blood, is already to talk about his death.
And in our devotional understanding we need to ponder how the death of Jesus is real
food, how the death of Jesus is real drink, how God communicates to us through the
death of Jesus and we communicate, literally, with God through the death of Jesus.
That’s why we use the word “Holy Communion,” because we are communicating.
And how is that communication through the death of Jesus? If we ponder this, we will
see that it assaults our very idea, that is, the idea that we get from our own experience of
what life is all about because our so-called experience, which we value so highly
especially in our modern times, is not an experience of death! We think we know all
about life, but yet we haven’t experienced life to the full, because life to the full involves
death! From that point of view we’re extremely ignorant about life, but Jesus is not. And
he used death as a path to the Father, and he showed us the same: that we can use death
as a path to the Father. Now if we really used death as a path to the Father, then we
would be noted for our peace, for our compassion, for our non-violence, as was the early
Church! But this great lesson is one we can forget about rather easily, and therefore we
need to be reminded.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Belief Presupposes Mystery
8:00 a.m.
Acts 9:31-42;

Third Week of Easter
Jn 6:60-69

Saturday, May 5, 2001

We see from today’s reading that from the very beginning there was controversy in
the company of Jesus, controversy and dissent. And the true nature of dissent is also
expressed here. It isn’t simply having intellectual questions or wondering how something
could be. It’s a matter of not believing. Jesus knew from the start, of course, there would
be people who refused to believe—belief is a choice. We don’t believe something
because we understand it. We believe something because we choose to! Now that
doesn’t justify all beliefs. Many beliefs are absurd! Many beliefs are irrational.

But the point here that is being made is that the ultimate criterion for belief cannot be
mere human logic. Mere human logic belongs to the flesh. “The flesh is useless. It is
the Spirit that gives life.” The spirit encompasses the wonder and the mystery of life,
what cannot be explained merely in the cause and effect world of science, for example, or
even the cause and effect world of reason itself. While through reason we participate in
the wonder of life and the question of life, through reason we cannot explain life. Life
remains bigger than reason. The spirit is greater than reason.

And believing in the guidance and direction of God, while reasonable, goes beyond
reason. And that is why Jesus says, “No one comes to me unless led by the Father.” To
accept guidance from God requires God’s own invitation and grace. So the disciple is not
the one who can explain everything, nor should the theologian be the one who explains
everything. We need to live in mystery. But it’s a mystery in which we are being guided
and directed by the grace of God, by the invitation of the Father. And to believe means to
accept that guidance. And here Peter speaks for all believers of all times. “We have
come to believe; we are convinced that you are God’s holy one.”

Belief Presupposes Mystery

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Lives Transformed in Matrimony
Joseph and Clarinda Balagtas Wedding

Saturday, May 5, 2001
10:30 a.m.
Gn 1:26-28, 31a; Col 3:12-17; Mt 5:1-12

This morning I would like to offer a short reflection on the sacrament of Marriage.

When we gather for Eucharist we are gathering for a sacrament. We take bread,
which is partially a product of our own work, partially the fruit of the earth. We take
wine, which is again, partially the fruit of our own labor and partially a gift from the
earth. And with these symbols of our cooperation with nature we call down the Holy
Spirit; and we believe that through the power of the Holy Spirit they are transformed into
the body, the blood, the soul, and the divinity of Christ.

Well, we believe a very similar thing with Matrimony. We take our own lives, which
are partially a result of our own labor and effort and choice and partially simply gifts
given to us by nature, by the Creator. And we bring them to the Lord and we invoke the
power of the Holy Spirit, so that what may have started in a large degree as our own
work, our own relationship, our own love, our own devotion, is transformed by God’s
power into something that is really and truly godly, really and truly divine, a sacrament of
God’s presence.

Now we’re very well aware of the fact that many people today are having a hard time
living a married life; and sometimes we may think it’s because perhaps they don’t have
enough faith in God, and perhaps sometimes that is the truth. But perhaps another aspect
of the problem today is a lack of faith in ourselves. We have to keep in mind the teaching
of the Scriptures that “God so loved the world, that he sent his only begotten Son.” If
God has loved us so much, then we can also love each other! And if God sacrificed so
much for us, we can sacrifice for each other. And so to have faith in an incarnate God
involves having faith also in ourselves and the potential placed there by the Creator to
bring his purposes to completion. May God who has begun a good work in you bring it
to completion, in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.

Lives Transformed in Matrimony

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The Disciples’ Choice to Follow
5:00 p.m.
Acts 13:14, 43-52;

Fourth Sunday of Easter/C May 6, 2001
Rv 7:9, 14-17;
Jn 10:27-30

“Jesus said, ‘My sheep hear my voice; I know them, and they follow me.’”
In the Scriptures, both Old and New Testaments, we see the use of the term “sheep”
for the people of God. This is not only because the people in question, the Hebrew
people, were traditionally shepherds. There’s another reason, a suitability of the image of
sheep; and we might think about it.
I asked the first communicants this morning why Jesus didn’t use some other animal
as a description of followers, for example cats. And one of the young boys said, “Well,
you don’t really own a cat; a cat owns you.” That’s a good answer. But there are many
other things about a cat that we would not see as desirable in a person. In fact, in ancient
thinking the characteristics of animals, the qualities of animals, were found also in the
human character in different degrees. We also think that way when we call someone
“catty,” for example. That’s not a compliment. The Egyptians thought cats were sacred
animals precisely because of the very qualities that would make them unsuitable as a
disciple, namely their aloofness, their indifference to human affection. This the
Egyptians thought made them sacred. But a disciple who would be aloof and indifferent
to human affection would not be a good disciple. So we see what the Bible is looking for
is different from what perhaps other cultures or other religious views were looking for.
And if we go through our knowledge of animals, we can recognize many characteristics
apply also to people; and many of them are not very flattering.
Well, what about sheep in particular? First of all, sheep are actually stupid. This is
not flattering, of course. However, in their stupidity, they have the ability to get lost
easily. They have the tendency to overgraze, as they will continue to eat the pasture
when it’s almost totally destroyed, when there might be a very nice patch of grass not
very far from that place, but they won’t go there unless someone pushes them. Also they
can get caught in brambles and not know how to get out. This is all part of their basic
frailty. However, sheep unlike many animals have an inborn, instinctive ability to
respond to people and apparently an inborn, instinctive awareness of their need for
shepherding. You won’t find this among wolves. You will not find this among bears or
elephants or lions or tigers. This is only found among sheep.
So it is an appropriate symbol of the one who follows God. In the first case, it’s an
appropriate symbol for all human beings because we all can get lost. We can lose our
way in life. We can think we know where we’re going and without hardly noticing end
up on the wrong path. We can get caught in the brambles, the emotional brambles, of life
and find it hard to extricate ourselves. We can overgraze—even literally destroy our
environment! That’s true of human beings in general.
Now those who are disciples of Christ are also like sheep in the second sense. They
have an instinctive, innate awareness of their need for guidance. And this is what Jesus is

The Disciples’ Choice to Follow

talking about here when he says, “My sheep hear my voice; I know them, and they follow
me.” Now of course, in order for us to develop this sense we have to choose to. As I said
it’s instinctive and it is probably in everyone, but it isn’t developed in everyone. It’s
developed in the true disciple, the authentic follower who listens to God’s voice and
follows that voice.
It’s very obvious that we do not enjoy in this world a great amount of safety.
Violence and crime are all about us, as well as the uncertainty of life itself. Disease,
accidents, the ups and downs of the economy all can strike us unawares. Jesus assures
his followers that they are safe. True, not safe in a physical sense, not safe necessarily
from crime or from violence or from accidents or even sickness, but nonetheless, in a
deeper sense safe from the gnawing uncertainty which underlies much human misery,
much human doubt, much human despair. Jesus’ disciples are safe from that. And this,
when understood in the spiritual sense that is meant, is actually unique to Christ. Others
do not promise this. What Jesus is offering in today’s gospel could be called “true
grace.” It is not something that depends in any way on our achievements or our success,
even in a spiritual sense. It is pure gift.
Jesus is uniquely aware of a sense of unity with God. This text ends, “The Father and
I are one.” Again, this is unique to Jesus himself in the history of religious teachers. No
one ever said that. The greatest prophets never said that. The greatest philosophers never
said that, nor did their followers ever claim this of them. This is only Jesus, the Christ,
who has this tremendous sense of unity with God; and he intends to offer this to all
people—this deep sense of union with God, this deep sense of safety in the haven of
God’s protection, and this great promise of divine life, eternal life. As we gather for the
Eucharist, we not only signify the gift and the promise, but in our devout reception of the
Eucharist we also accept, embody, and affirm these gifts for and in ourselves. The
challenge then is to return to our ordinary lives and bring these gifts to others.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Why Be a Sheep of the Flock of Christ? Fourth Sunday of Easter/C May 6, 2001
12:15 p.m. Acts 13:14, 43-52; Rv 7:9, 14-17; Jn 10:27-30 (Celebration of First
Holy Communion)

This afternoon I am addressing primarily the first communicants, but the rest of you
are welcome to listen in.
Today Jesus refers to his followers as sheep, and you probably heard that before and
perhaps not even wondered why. Why does Jesus call those who follow him sheep?
What is a sheep like that makes that a good symbol, a good way to describe a
follower? Now before you answer that question, think about other options. He could
have said, well, my followers are like cats. Would that have been a good way to refer to
followers? Or he could have said my followers are to be like monkeys. Would that have
been a good one? Or wolves. How about that? Now you have to have a reason if you’re
going to answer something. So, why did Jesus say sheep?
First of all what’s wrong with cats? Cats can be intriguing, can’t they? They’re
mysterious. What’s wrong with that? How come cats wouldn’t be a good way to refer to
followers? There is a good reason. Do you know what it is? That’s a good one—cat’s
own you; you don’t own them! What’s another one? They won’t follow you—that’s
right, because they’re too independent! Cats don’t need you. They might, but they
don’t think they do! And they walk around real self-centered and indifferent to their
surroundings. That’s no good. That’s not the kind of person Jesus wants. He doesn’t
want people like cats. There are people like cats, mind you. And they claw at each other,
but that’s not what Jesus wants—no clawing. So he skipped cats.
Monkeys. Would monkeys be a good one? How about that—monkeys—do you have
a pet monkey at home? No? What would be wrong with a monkey? Don’t you like
monkeys? You don’t? Well, that’s honest. Okay. Because they what? They’re not
holy. Well, what else? Silly stuff all the time—they never stop! Monkeys are always
monkeying around! See? Silly stuff. Now if you’re really going to be serious about
Jesus, you can’t always be silly. Sometimes—we’ll give you a few minutes a day you
can be silly, but then you have to start getting serious about who Jesus is for you.
And that means that’s got to start influencing the way you live, and the way you are, and
the way you talk—which I’ll get to later. So monkeys are no good; cats are no good.
Wolves are no good because they what? What do wolves do? Eat everything in
sight. Yeah, wolves are no good. So he chose sheep.
Now, tell me something about sheep. Anybody here have a pet sheep at home?
Anybody? No? Can you fill in the blanks? Sheep are what? Gentle—that’s true. Sheep
are also what? Yeah, they follow you. Sheep are what else? Nice—well, those are all
good things. You’re picking very nice things to say. Sheep are? They’re not silly all the
time. Sheep are? Got any ideas? I hate to tell you. Yes, they’re gregarious; they’re in
groups. That’s right. But guess what? They’re also dumb! Sheep are dumb. Now is
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that a good thing, Jack? Jack, is it good to be dumb? Not really, no. Jesus really doesn’t
want dumb people, does he? He doesn’t want dumb followers, but guess what? Their
dumbness is offset by another gift! Although they’re dumb, and they do dumb things like
for example, they’re always getting lost. Sheep get lost all the time. And also they
overgraze. If someone doesn’t come and put them in the right area, they keep eating
where there isn’t anything to eat. They overgraze and wreck everything. See? And they
also can get caught easily in brambles, and then they get stuck and they can’t even
get out of them. So they’re dumb this way. But they also have an instinct that tells
them that they need help, and they are very open to help. They warm up easily to a
human being that can lead and guide them. That’s what sheep do.
Now the reason Jesus liked that expression is that’s the way we are. We are also
dumb a lot of times. We can get lost easily—we lose our way. We can get caught in
the brambles of life. We can get stuck in life and not be able to free ourselves from
some problem, from some issue, from some trouble. So we’re like sheep that way.
And sometimes we don’t even know where to eat; that is, we don’t know where to get
nourishment for ourselves, so that way we’re like sheep. But if we are disciples of
Jesus, then we have an instinct that we know we need help, and we know how to get
the help because we can listen to the shepherd’s voice. So that’s why Jesus says, “My
sheep hear my voice”—that’s what he means. Those who follow me, those people who
want to follow me, and who want to enjoy the everlasting benefits and blessings of life
with God, have this instinct that lets them listen to my voice; and I will be there to help
them always. That’s what Jesus says, “I will always be their shepherd; I am not a parttime person—I’m full-time. And I’m always going to be shepherd of my sheep. And if
they listen to my voice, I will keep them; and no one will snatch them away from me—
nobody!” Now that’s a safe place to be. It’s a safe place to be in the hands of a shepherd
who really knows how to take care of us. And that’s why Jesus uses these expressions.
But we need to think about what Jesus tells us, because if we just let it go in one ear
and out the other ear, it doesn’t help us. Think, what is Jesus trying to say and what can
you do about it? How can you be a sheep that follows Jesus? That’s what you want to
think about. Today we’re inviting you to the altar to receive the body, the blood, the
soul, and the divinity of Jesus, the risen Christ. And you have to ask yourself now
how is that going to make me different? It can, but it won’t if you don’t listen, if you
don’t listen to the shepherd. So you have to develop this instinct of knowing that you
need something and learn how to listen.
Now before we go to communion, every single Sunday—I’m sure you’ve heard this—
the priest holds up the host and he says, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the
sins of the world. Happy are those who are called to receive it.” And you respond,
“Lord, I am not worthy for you to come under my roof.” What does that mean—
“come under my roof”? Come under the roof of my mouth—that’s right! Now why
are we not worthy for Jesus to come under the roof of our mouths? Why are we not
worthy? What would make us not worthy? What’s in your mouth? A tongue. What
do you do with your tongue? Do you bless people with your tongue? Are you always
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saying uplifting things to people, helping people out, giving them a good word,
encouragement, tell them how good they are? Then, you are worthy.
But sometimes we don’t do that with our tongues. We use our tongues to make
people feel bad. We cut them down. We tell them off. We lie to them. We tease
them. We torment them. We torment our parents. You know how you torment
your parents? With whining! Whining is torture! If you’re going to be a sheep of
Christ, no more torture—not even your parents! See? That’s what we do with our
tongues.
And I have a theory, and I told my theory to the children last week—it’s never been
proved—my theory is you really don’t have to worry about anything except what
you say. If you always speak as Jesus would speak, that’s all you have to worry about,
because if you speak only as Jesus speaks, you already have to have been doing
something in your mind, and you have to do something in your heart to let Jesus in
there. And if you have Jesus in your mind and in your heart, what you’re going to
do is always the right thing. See how easy it is to follow Jesus and be a sheep of his
flock? You just have to watch what you say, so that every day whatever you say to
everybody is what Jesus would say to them. Now, isn’t that easy? It’s easy to say.
Now, is it easy to do? Not always because you know there are other animals inside
of us: wolves and cats and all these other things. And they are going to try to use
our tongues to do damage, to hurt people’s feelings, to make up stories, to say things
that aren’t true, to whine, and to try to get our way—all of which is very offensive to
God! That’s not what God wants from us. That’s not what the flock of Christ is like!
So you come today to First Holy Communion because the life that Jesus gave you at
your Baptism—and whoever meets Christ is reborn, given a new life—that new life
needs nourishment, needs food. Sometimes as sheep we don’t know where to get it,
so Jesus brings it to us; and the food is himself, his own body, his own blood, his
soul, his divinity—that is given to you in the sacrament of the Holy Eucharist. Now,
boys and girls, it’s important that you let that Christ, who you receive, the living, risen
Lord of life, affect you from head to toe: your mind, your heart, your emotions, your
feelings, your thoughts, and mostly your speech. And if you do, you are going to really
be sheep of the flock of Christ; and he will know you because he says, “I know mine, and
mine know me.”

Why Be a Sheep of the Flock of Christ?
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Authentic Image of God
Fourth Week of Easter
Acts 11:1-18;
Jn 10:1-10

Monday, May 7, 2001

8:30 a.m.

“I am the gate.”

There are many claims that Jesus makes in the fourth gospel that are not made in the
other three gospels. The reason for this is that in the fourth gospel the evangelist allows
Jesus to speak literally in the name of God as the Word of God incarnate, whereas in the
synoptic gospels the evangelists there tend to have Jesus always speaking through his
own human consciousness. Now of course, both are through his human consciousness,
but it’s a different thing if Jesus is speaking in his humanity or if Jesus is speaking
through his humanity as the Word of God—so it’s a different emphasis.

Now unfortunately some of the claims made for Jesus in the fourth gospel have been
used by Christians in a very negative and exclusive way, for example, “No one comes to
me unless drawn by the Father,” or “I am the gate,” or “I am the way and the truth and
the life.” All of these are true, but they are not intended to make Christianity, as a group
of people, an exclusive group. The point is not that one has to be a member of a
Christian group to be with God. That’s not the point. The point is much deeper and
much more important than what we see.

We don’t know in our own personal experience what God is really like. Now human
imagination can imagine all kinds of things. If you go into the world of literature, if you
go into the literature of religious myth, you can read all kinds of things about what people
thought God was like—or the gods! And many of the images are actually rather
disgusting. And even within Judaism there are many images of God, some of which
Jesus separated himself from implying this image isn’t quite right.

So when Jesus says, “I am the gate,” he is speaking as the Word of God incarnate in
Jesus of Nazareth. And he is saying, “Look, if you really want to know what God is like,
you have to look at what kind of person I am, because it’s in my person that the Word of

Authentic Image of God

God has taken root. It’s in my person that the Word of God has entered into human
nature; it’s in my person that you can see the nature of God reflected.” So Jesus’
humanity is a mirror image, you might say, of God. So he says to Philip, “If you have
seen me, you have seen the Father.” Another way of saying that is “Even my human
nature and my personality are actually windows into the true, eternal nature of God.”

Now this itself is far more stupendous than saying, well, in order to know God or in
order to be with God you have to be part of this Christian group. That’s putting the
wrong emphasis. The role of the Church is to be a servant of the Word. The role of the
Church is to bring the Word of God to the world. And the role of the Church is to mirror
as Jesus did the reality of God, the true, authentic reality of God.

Now this itself is a great task because as I said human imagination is always making
things up about God. And this is true of Christian People too. Christian imagination is
not necessarily more authentic than pagan imagination. That’s one of the big problems.
The only thing that is truly and utterly authentic is Jesus himself and his disciples insofar
as they incorporate his qualities. But as we can see from history, many people who love
to claim to be Christian don’t incorporate Jesus’ qualities at all. In which case are they
really a mirror? No. Are they an image? No. Are they a window? No. Are they
evangelizing? No. Are they teaching? Yes, but wrongly.

So it’s very important that we see that the true nature of God can be really seen
through Jesus. And what does Jesus reveal? Well, last Sunday and this week, we are
focusing on the Good Shepherd. There’s a picture right there on your window. And the
Good Shepherd is a gentle image. The true God, the authentic God, is like that. That’s
what Jesus is saying. And if we really want to get to God, then we have to understand
rightly God’s nature. And if our minds get mixed up with contrary, contradictory images
and contradictory feelings and emotions and then say, well, that’s what God is all about,
we are missing this whole point. Jesus is the gate—Jesus is the gate. Jesus is the
shepherd, and all else are thieves—all others are thieves and marauders.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
God Touching Us through One Another
Fourth Week of Easter
May 10, 2001
7:00 a.m.
Acts 13:13-25;
Jn 13:16-20

Thursday,

“I solemnly assure you, he who accepts anyone I send accepts me, and in accepting
me accepts him who sent me.”
We’re living in an age that greatly values human experience, including religious
experience. There’s a trend to experiment with every approach to spirituality, for
example yoga or Buddhism or many others. And there may be some benefits in each of
these approaches; however, they are not the way of Christ. And one could even say
they’re not the way of God. God’s way, as described here, is to enter into the human
network of relationships and to touch people, you might say one-by-one, through human
contact. That’s why Jesus referred to his followers as apostles or messengers or
missionaries, because he didn’t gather them together for their own benefit, but he
gathered them together to send them out, that over time and very gradually what he did
for them would become a gift for all of humanity.
Now agreeably it’s a very, at least on the surface, strange way to operate! Why would
God choose such a slow and laborious way of getting his will and his word out? And the
answer to that is I don’t know, but this is what God has done.
These other spiritualities may be helpful in some way, but probably in most ways they
are a hindrance, because they start at the wrong place. They start with “me” and “my
needs” and how “I” can do for “me” to improve “myself.” That is not God’s way. God’s
way is always drawing people from themselves into himself; and he uses, you might say,
almost any means available, but the major means is human relationship.
“Whoever accepts anyone I send accepts me.” Why would God come to people so
indirectly? Good question! I think it has a lot to do with human freedom and how God
respects our human freedom. In a sense God made it very easy to reject him. And
perhaps that’s the way God wants it. “He who accepts anyone I send accepts me, and in
accepting me accepts him who sent me”—the very mystery of the Church in a few words
for our contemplation.

God Touching Us through One Another

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The Light, which Enlightens Everyone
Fourth Week of Easter
May 11, 2001
8:45 a.m.
Acts 13:26-33;
Jn 14:1-6

Friday,

“I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but through me.”
This statement, of course, is very problematic in light of today’s events, especially
Pope John Paul’s journey to Syria and Greece.
Now it has sometimes been interpreted to mean no one can come to the Father except
through Christianity, which many Christians have thought. But that is not what it says. It
says, “No one can come to the Father but through me.” Well, who is speaking? Well,
this is the fourth gospel. The one who is speaking is the Word of God incarnate in Jesus.
The Word of God is described in the prologue of this very gospel as a “light, which
enlightens everyone. The light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world.”
That’s what it says. This is the light speaking here. So in one way or another it is the
light, the Word of God, who enlightens everyone—at least who wants to be
enlightened—and through that light anyone who wants to approach the Father can, and
only through that light—in other words, not through our own invention, not through our
own imagination, not through what we make up, but through God’s light. That’s the
idea. So it’s very important that we realize this, but not to interpret it in such a way that
people get the impression that we believe that only Christians can be saved. That is not
what this says and it’s not what the Church believes, as you can tell by reading the
Church’s own documents. So when Pope John Paul goes to Greece or to Turkey or to
Syria he is not telling people that they must become Christian. What he is really doing is
inviting them into the light.

The Light, which Enlightens Everyone

Now we also believe that the light, the incarnate Word of God, gathers the Church, so
that in the Church is the fullness of divine revelation, at least in an earthly sense. So we
are inviting everyone to the Church, but we’re not saying that salvation is impossible for
those who are not part of the Church in a strict and physical way. Indeed, the Church
believes that all men and women of good will are part of the Church in some way, as they
relate to Christ, the light. And that’s important that we keep this in mind.
Now some Moslem people in Syria were complaining because the pope did not say
that we believe that Islam is a revealed religion. Well, of course, that is something the
pope cannot say because it is not part of our faith that Islam is a revealed religion. So the
pope’s whole point has always been that human beings have rights, human beings have
rights to religious faith and religious practice. He has never been trying to affirm or
validate those practices or those beliefs. That is not his role; that’s not what he wants to
do. He simply wants to affirm people’s rights to search, to seek, to find the truth. So in
doing this it’s a delicate matter. And personally I feel that Pope John Paul has been very
delicate, but still not always pleasing to everybody else. And in fact some monks in
Greece called him the anti-Christ. So it’s amazing that people come to that conclusion or
say that, but thus it is.
So when we talk about people’s journey to God we have to be very careful. We
affirm their rights and we pray that they will find the light, the light will enlighten them
and that in and through Christ they will come to the Father.

2

The Light, which Enlightens Everyone

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
What Is Life for?
Funeral
Lam 3:17-26; 1 Thes 4:13-18;

Milton Stastny
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Friday, May 11, 2001

“To them I have revealed your name and I will continue to reveal it, so that your love
for me may live in them and I may live in them.”
Today there are many people who complain about the fast pace of life. We have
created a very mobile society, but sometimes it seems that the tail is wagging the dog.
What we have created runs us as we pursue business and pleasure and recreation and
entertainment and all the other things we can fill our lives with. And many of them are
individually very worthy, but the sum total can often blot out any inner peace. It can
steal away from us any time we might have to reflect on: Why are we here? What is life
for? When someone close to us dies, however, a door does open in our attention, in our
minds; and it would be very sad if we were to let the event pass without letting that door
lead us into a deeper questioning of what life is.
Milton now has gone on to God, and in one sense we can say his life is complete—at
least his earthly life is complete. But we do not believe that earthly life is in itself in any
way at all complete. Earthly life is simply the beginning of something else. And many
people have an expression. They talk about the afterlife, and that’s a misnomer. Earthly
life is really the pre-life. And yet even though it’s only the pre-life, it is very important
because it’s the time when we decide what kind of person we will be. Through our entire
earthly lives and through our entire earthly careers we are constantly making choices; and
yet, too often, these choices are not very well informed or very reflective. So this would
be a time when we could reflect on who are we becoming, or better, Who am I becoming
in my life?
I understand Milton was sick for a long time. And in a sense that is a grace because
when a person is sick for a long time, they can make all kinds of decisions. They have at
least the opportunity to be reconciled with God, or with anyone else if they need to be
reconciled with them, but not all of us will have that luxury. Some of us will die
suddenly. And many people today think that’s a great blessing itself, but in the early
Church it was considered almost a curse to die suddenly, to die without preparation, to
die without being ready.

What Is Life for?

So we thank God today for Milton’s life, and we acknowledge that his life is now
hidden in Christ. This is because of his Baptism. In our Baptism we cease to be merely a
product of biology and biological forces. We become claimed by God as one of God’s
own children. Of course, even before that we are part of the creation, which is from God;
but we were not really claimed by God as his own. It is our faith that Milton now is
hidden in God as one of his own. Jesus’ prayer, which is reflected in today’s gospel
reading, is for all of us to be in his company.
But this prayer acknowledges that we all can’t be in his company all the time precisely
because we have work on earth. And this work is to bring the good news of Christ and
the justice of God’s kingdom into the affairs of human beings, into business, into politics,
into everything, in big ways and in small ways. There is no one who is not called to this
very great task of sharing God with others. But for us to share God with others we really
have to have a very good solid sense of our being loved by God and being called by God.
So as we gather around the casket of Milton, we need to reflect on our Baptism and
our calling to new life, and allow the work that God began at that moment to continue in
our daily life and especially in our conscious life. We may reflect for a few moments on
how God has used us in the past two weeks or three—or how God could have used us, if
we had been cooperative!
We gather with a certain sense of heaviness and sadness at the passing of Milton, of
our friend, of our husband, of our brother; and yet as St. Paul says, “The sadness of a
Christian person is not like the sadness of the world,” because we are called to recognize
triumph and victory, the triumph and victory of Christ over death, a triumph and victory
that Milton himself now enjoys.
But as we consider now our own sadness, this is also an opportunity for us to reach
out to one another, to let go of any possible hard feelings we might have for other
members of our family, to forget about anything that has separated us in the past and to
let the peace of Christ draw us more closely together. In this way we will be living out
our own Baptism and attesting to our faith in Christ. About Jesus’ disciples he prayed,
“To them I have revealed your name.” Let our prayer be that his name may be revealed
in us and that his name may be seen in us as we proceed with the rest of our lives, so that
God’s love for us may live and Christ may live in us.
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Serve God by Serving Others
May 12, 2001
Wis 4:7-15;

Funeral
James Taylor
1 Thes 4:13-18;
Mt 25:31-46

Saturday,

“He will answer, ‘I assure you, as often as you neglected to do it to one of these least
ones, you neglected to do it to me.”
Sometimes you can be acquainted with someone for many years and really not know
who that person is. At other times you can meet a person and then in a short time feel
you really know who that person is. Well, I had the second experience Tuesday. I had
really not known Jim, but in going to the hospital and seeing him surrounded by his
loving family: his wife, Shirley, and his children and their spouses, it was evident to me
what kind of a person he was, a man who elicited great love in others, a man who served
God by serving others. And that’s the very key to this gospel.
This gospel is about the judgment that we all will face when we go to God for
scrutiny: How did we live our lives? And the interesting thing is—incidentally I read the
wrong text in the beginning. I meant to read this one: “I assure you, as often as you did it
for one of my least brothers, you did it for me,” because when we serve others we are
serving God. That’s the whole point: that God has become one of us in Jesus! And Jesus
has taken upon himself solidarity with us in our brokenness—even our guilt he has taken
upon himself! But we should focus more on our brokenness. So it is as broken people
that he loves us, but it’s also as broken people that he elicits our loving response. And
too often in our own world, in our lives, we are looking for that perfect mate that will be
worthy of our love, or we’re looking for that perfect friend or that perfect companion who
is going to be good enough for us really to invest in. But that’s not God’s way.
God’s way is to enter into our brokenness and to love us in our brokenness, and by his
love bring us into healing. And that’s why we say God’s love is unconditional. It means
it doesn’t depend upon our worthiness or our goodness or our achievements in any form.
It’s there first. And this gospel is about how we respond to God through other people.
It’s very interesting, in this gospel there’s no mention of faith. There’s no mention of
religious practice. There’s no mention of the Bible. There’s no mention of specific
beliefs. It’s only talking about responding to need. And those who respond to need,
those who respond to brokenness, they are really serving God.

Serve God by Serving Others

Now this doesn’t mean that faith is not important. No, of course, faith is our
willingness, our trust in God. And sometimes that faith can come to a full expression in a
communal setting, and we can talk about Church. And we can express our faith in
symbolic ways, invoke God in a symbolic way; and we call them sacraments. And they
are very important, and they are rich sources of nourishment. But ultimately the gospel is
not about those things—those things are about the gospel! We are gathered so that we
can serve God and others. We learn the Bible so that we can get God’s perspective on
life! And this is God’s perspective on life. And sometimes there are people who don’t
even know how to read who know God’s perspective on life for some reason because
they are loving in an unconditioned, in a humble, in an other-centered way. They have
accepted their own brokenness, and they accept the brokenness of others. And they elicit
something from the deep core of our own souls. And that is also of God, that is the word
of God addressing us! Not verbally, but the word of God is not always verbal in the
human sense. St. Francis of Assisi said, “Preach always, and when necessary use words.”
We preach better by our actions. And what I gathered from the hospital room, Jim was a
man who preached by his actions and by who he was.
And so we gather today to, as strange as it may seem, to celebrate his inclusion now in
God’s greatest plan for us. We celebrate his victory, the victory he shares with Christ.
And we anticipate our own similar victory that in following the good example of the
saints that God has sent to us, canonized and uncanonized, we too will share the divine
life of God, the eternal life of God. Indeed, the gifts God offers us are so great that
sometimes we simply don’t believe in them. We have that earthly wisdom that says, “If
it sounds too good to be true, it probably isn’t!” Well, actually the promises of God do
sound too good to be true, but they are! And faith is our acceptance of those promises.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
People on the March
Fifth Sunday of Easter/C
Acts 14:21-27;
Rv 21:1-5; Jn 13:31-35

May 13, 2001

7:00 a.m.

First, I would like to wish all the mothers here a very happy Mother’s Day, and to all
the children let me remind you it is your responsibility to show your mothers a good day;
it’s not your dad’s responsibility!
“He will wipe every tear from their eyes, and there shall be no more death or
mourning, wailing or pain, for the old order has passed away.”
This text is taken from the Book of Revelation. It’s hard for us to read the Book of
Revelation with any real meaning or see any great relevance to it for many reasons,
which we can’t go into, one of which is the peculiar symbolism that the author employs.
But one of the teachings of that book, which is revenant to us, has to do with an
awareness of ourselves as passing through time. Indeed, the original meaning of the
word “parish,”—“parochaia” in Greek—means “people on the march.” So in the very
earliest days of the Church, the local Church gathered, the parish, thought of itself as
people on the march. And this needs to be part of our awareness. And this awareness
brings us into conflict with our society. The basic values that we espouse are often in
conflict with the values of our society, because even though our society is constantly
changing, it espouses the need for security and being settled. But in our faith we come
to realize that there is no security at all in this world, and there’s no such thing as
being settled in this world, or if there were it would be a disvalue rather than a value. In
regard to this, St. Peter in the first epistle says, “We are strangers in a strange land.” And
we may rightly feel somehow alien to the world around us because to some degree we
are. We’ve been called to something surpassing this world.
There’s also a conflict between a basic attitude of protecting and defending
ourselves against any possible adversity as opposed to accepting our basic
vulnerability. But we are vulnerable. We are created to be vulnerable; being vulnerable
is part of being created! And when we try not to be vulnerable, we are pretending to
be God. And that’s what has gotten human beings into trouble from the very beginning.
The original sin was trying to be God, trying to be equal to God—believing that possible.
It is not possible, and it is the origin of much misery. Speaking of Jesus, St. Paul in
Philippians quotes an ancient hymn, “Son though he was, Jesus did not deem equality
with God something to be grasped at.” We see the serpent in the Garden of Eden
tempting Adam and Eve to grasp at equality with God. Jesus did not, but “rather he
emptied himself” and became vulnerable. And this, of course, is what enabled him to
really love because to love is to be vulnerable. We cannot love anyone from a position of
not being vulnerable, from a position of protecting ourselves, from a position of
defense—never. That cannot happen. And we need to face our great temptation not
to be vulnerable and realize it is a temptation not to love, a temptation to protect,
which is also a temptation to reject, which involves the temptation to forget that we
are living in a passing nature, that life in the world as we know it is a passing thing,
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that death itself is a passing reality, as is mourning and wailing and pain. These are
all temporary. Indeed the only pain that is not temporary is the pain which is the loss of
God. That pain is permanent. But God can only be lost by a deliberate rejection.
Now recognizing that we are passing through time does not in any way demean or
diminish the importance of our daily lives. Quite the opposite, it enhances them. It
shows their value because time, which is passing, is an opportunity. Every moment we
live here on earth we have an opportunity. And it is a terrible shame if we waste it.
Time is an opportunity to join God in God’s great plans for life, for what Jesus
called “the kingdom,” a life of justice, a life of peace, a life of communion among
people with God. And that kingdom can start this very minute, or at any minute,
whenever it is we decide. So every moment is pregnant with possibilities. And the plan
of God can take shape in anything we do, even if we think it’s drudging—surely in
the work of caring for a home or children, which many believe is thankless. Actually
God is the one who ultimately thanks those who give themselves to this work because
God is the author of life. The plan of God takes shape in our prayer life as we try to
focus on God and God’s desires for us. The plans of God take shape even in our play
and in every employment that we make of our time provided that we give it to God.
And this, of course, is the meaning of our Baptism: that everything we are and
everything we do really is God’s. It’s God’s because God has consecrated us into
Christ and Christ is God’s.
The Eucharist stands at the very center of God’s plan for the transformation of the
world. Just as we plant, nurture, and harvest the food we need for our own survival,
bread and wine are both gift and product. We can say and need to say God gives them to
us, but we have to say we made them, and this combination is essential to the meaning of
the Eucharist. We bring bread and wine to the Eucharist because we need to bring
both the gifts we have been given and the work we have done. And it is this that God
transforms to nourish the human spirit. And any time the human spirit is touched by
God it becomes godly, and godly spirits share with God the formation of a new
heaven and a new earth. And this is the vision of the Spirit; this is the vision of the
Church. And gradually it has to catch on. There’s nothing excluded from this work. All
our tasks, all our needs, all our worries, all our ambitions, all of them can be
consecrated to God. They all become grist for the mill. Our essential work is offering
them. So this morning we bring ourselves, wherever we are, in joy and in sorrow, with
our anxieties and our ambitions and our successes and our failures, we bring them all to
the Lord and put them on the altar. They are our bread and our wine. And we await
God’s transforming power. The second reading from Revelation ends, “Behold, I make
all things new!”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The Present Role of the Apostles
7:00 a.m.
Acts 1:15-17, 20-26;

Fifth Week of Easter Monday, May 14, 2001
Jn 15:9-17
(St. Matthias)

Today we celebrate the feast of St. Matthias, about whom we know nothing, except
what you heard read this morning. He was selected to take the place of Judas, to bring to
completion the number 12 among Jesus’ chosen missionaries or apostles.

Now when the twelve began dying off, they were not replaced. Only Judas was
replaced because Judas is the only one who betrayed Christ, at least in the thinking of the
early Church. Peter betrayed Christ in one sense, but he repented. Whether Judas
repented or not is unknown. So from the standpoint of the early Church, it was only
Judas’ place that needed to be filled. When Peter died, when all the others died, they
didn’t cease to minister. And the Church’s understanding is that they continue to guide
and direct the Church, so they don’t have to be replaced. Judas could not continue to
guide and direct the Church because from their viewpoint he had left the ministry, period.

Now you might say, well, this is a very curious idea, but I think it’s a very important
one that we continue to be guided and directed by the apostles. Also the role of pope,
which is actually not a role at all but simply a title, but the role of first apostle, successor
of St. Peter, the pope of Rome is really a spokesperson for the petrine ministry that
continues to be directed by St. Peter. That’s the idea. You’ll see this clearly stated in
Pastor Aeternus, the document of Vatican I defining the role of the pope in the Church.

We often think of ourselves as the Church. We forget that we are in communion with
the Church Triumphant, those saints who have completed their work on earth—but they
haven’t completed their work! Indeed, if you look at the lives of the saints, most of what
is ascribed to their work, or at least much of it, is accomplished after they die. And our
sense of Church has to transcend what we see. And I think what is lacking in many
people’s vision today of Church is precisely that. When they think of Church it’s just
what they’ve experienced, what they’ve felt or even how they’ve been treated. They do
not realize that the Church is the assembly of believers through all time! The apostles

The Present Role of the Apostles

aren’t dead anymore than Christ is dead; they live in God. The saints live in God. And it
is our privilege to share with them the life of God, even while we’re still on earth. We’re
in via; we’re on the way! They have arrived, but it’s the same divine life we all share
together. And when we celebrate sacraments, we are in the presence of the saints who
are in heaven.

That’s the meaning of the icons, which actually come from screens in oriental
churches, usually in front of the sanctuary, as windows into heaven, meaning that in the
sanctuary where the table of the Lord is set, there heaven itself opens and the eternal
priesthood of Christ continues the sacrifice, which Jesus inaugurated on earth but
completed in heaven, the sacrifice of himself. Thus Jesus draws all people to himself, as
he draws all people to the heart of the Father, empowering them, empowering us, to offer
ourselves with him. And the saints, all of them, the apostles included, are our boon
companions aiding our daily efforts and directing, especially the apostles, directing the
leadership of the Church.

Now of course, direction from heaven is never a matter of force, so we can ignore the
influences of the saints. Our bishops also are capable in their freedom of ignoring the
influence of the apostles. This of course is part of, you might say, the human problem—
that we don’t have to listen! But we don’t; we’re free. But divine help and presence
through the chosen saints is something that could help us more in our daily lives if we
were more aware of it. Just as the icons are supposed to help us focus, not on something
that happened in the past, but on something that is ever present, the glory the saints share
with Christ, so we are really their work now. And they continue to support us and guide
us and direct us and lift us up, and we depend upon them—or should depend upon them,
or can depend upon them—if we want to—and benefit greatly.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Jesus’ Battle with Egoism
Fifth Week of Easter
Tuesday, May 15, 2001
7:00 a.m.
Acts 14:19-28; Jn 14:27-31 (St. Isidore the Farmer)

“I shall not go on speaking to you longer; the Prince of this world is at hand.”
There is this funny thing about our images and symbols: we reify them, which is a
technical word that means we’ve turned them into a “thing” and then dismiss them. The
symbols and images in Scripture are not meant to be dismissed or thought of as a “thing.”
Now the term “Prince of this world” refers to a spiritual reality—a spiritual reality—
not a physical reality, not something that can be pictured. But of course, human beings
often do exactly that! They picture what the Prince of this world must be. And you
know what the pictures look like: ugly creatures of some kind or another, often black—
which is degrading to black people—often with wings, for whatever reason, or tails or
horns. And those images do not help at all to understand what is meant; in fact, they
obfuscate, they obscure, what is meant.
“The Prince of this world is at hand.” What is the Prince? First of all, what is a
prince? A prince is, of course, someone who comes first. “Prince” is related to the Latin
word “princeps,” meaning “first.” It’s a title of honor for the children of royalty, but it
really means “the one who is first.” The first of this world—what does the first of this
world refer to? This is actually a description of Jesus’ battle with egoism. We heard
about—this is, of course, the fourth gospel—in the first three gospels we hear about
Jesus’ temptations; and they’re pictured in the desert, where, again, the Prince of this
world comes to him in various forms and guises suggesting ways in which he can survive
or enhance himself. Well, that was the first three gospels.

Jesus’ Battle with Egoism

In the fourth gospel it’s much more clever—much deeper really. This is the
temptation scene from the fourth gospel, or one of them. Jesus is speaking about the
nature of love. He says, “If you really love me you would rejoice to have me go.” True
love is not possessive. True love is not jealous. St. Paul talks about that too. True love
does not hold on. “If you really loved me you would rejoice to see me go.” The love
we’re more familiar with is the love that holds on, the love that needs to cling. Jesus told
Mary Magdalene, “Do not cling to me, Mary.” True love isn’t clinging. It isn’t
possessive. It doesn’t hold on. It even rejoices to see the beloved go. That is not logical.
Ninety-nine percent of the human race would probably say it isn’t even human! But it’s a
deeper mystery than we’re used to. Why? Because “the Father is greater than I,” and
therefore for Jesus to go to the Father is for him to achieve his greatest glory! And if we
really love him, we would be so overjoyed at his victory.
So this is a time of trial and temptation for both Jesus and the disciples, the disciples
to hold onto him, as if that’s what love is about, and Jesus being tempted to stay. But
Jesus says, “He has no hold on me, but the world must know that I love the Father.” This
is the real motivation for Jesus to lay down his life. He lays down his life because “the
world must know that I love the Father and do as the Father has commanded.” In terms
of John, the evangelist here, this is the key to true happiness; this is the key to true joy: to
do what the Father has commanded—not to hold on to what we love, including life itself,
but to let go.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Gracious Love and Human Works
Fifth Week of Easter
7:00 a.m.
Acts 15:7-21;
Jn 15:9-11

Thursday, May 17, 2001

“You will live in my love if you keep my commandments, even as I have kept my
Father’s commandments, and live in his love.”
Throughout Scripture there is often a balancing act whereby one teaching offsets
another one, so that the truth lies in the balance. In the first reading, for example, from
the Acts of the Apostles what is stressed is the graciousness of God, what we call the
“grace” of God in calling men and women to salvation. This is not the result of human
achievement—that’s the point of the reading. Therefore it is not the result of keeping the
law, the law of Israel, the Torah. It’s not the result of human goodness—that’s the point
in the first reading. But then in the second there’s the balance to that: “You will live in
my love if you keep my commandments.”
So we have to understand that there are many different ways of looking at human
work, and even the word “works.” It’s very strange that in many of the controversies
about works, no one defines what is meant! “Works” could mean, for example,
following the law in totality. That’s really what St. Paul meant. The works of the Torah
meant all the stipulations of which there were at least ten thousand oral ones, six hundred
thirty-six written ones. That’s what he meant by “works.” Another way of saying works
is equivalent to the practice of Judaism, and Paul’s view is we are not saved by the
practice of Judaism. We are not justified by the practice of Judaism, and that is what
Luke is agreeing to in the Acts of the Apostles. That is why the Gentiles can also be
justified.

Gracious Love and Human Works

On the other hand, there are different kinds of works. Not all works are simply the
practice of Judaism, or Islam, or any other form of religious practice. There are also
works of mercy. There are works of charity. There are works of love. There are works
of justice. And that is not irrelevant to salvation. That’s why Jesus says in the fourth
gospel, “Live on in my love. You will live in my love if you keep my commandments.”
My commandments are to treat each other the way I have treated you: to show mercy;
therefore to receive mercy, to be forgiving so that you can be forgiven.
So we can say that love is unconditional when we’re thinking about God, who is love;
but we cannot say that living in love is unconditional! We cannot say that forgiveness is
unconditional. We cannot say that mercy is unconditional, because these are relational.
And Jesus taught his disciples to pray, “Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those
who trespass against us.” Mercy is relational. Forgiveness is relational. “Blessed are the
merciful for mercy shall be theirs.” That is to some degree conditional because it’s
relational.
And so there are two different sides to this issue of what is love and what is work.
There are two different sides to the issue of what does it mean to be saved or what is
salvation. Indeed, this process has been begun by God for no reason except God wants
to, but it does depend greatly upon our response.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
“Go Forth and Bear Fruit”
Fifth Week of Easter
Acts 15:22-31;
Jn 15:12-17
(St. John I)

Friday, May 18, 2001

7:00 a.m.

“It was not you who chose me, it was I who chose you to go forth and bear fruit.”
Just as in the fourth gospel the temptations of Christ are framed in a very unique way,
not as in the synoptics, also the commission of the disciples is framed in a unique way.
This particular text is really the context of Jesus sending forth his disciples; even though
in this particular gospel he has not yet died, he is nonetheless sending them forth—and it
is to bear fruit! If you recall, in the synoptic gospels he says, “Go forth and make
disciples of all nations.” Of course, making disciples of all nations is a clue to what it
means to bear fruit. A tree is fruitful if it has a lot of fruit. A vine is fruitful if it
produces a great deal of grapes. And Jesus is telling his disciples they have to produce
more disciples. And he is not talking about having children—biologically anyway. He
is talking about giving birth to new life in others. This is bearing fruit.
And it’s important that the believers recognize that they need to bear fruit; we need to
make disciples. Faith is not given to us merely for our own comfort. Faith is not given to
us so we can get though the day. It may help us get through the day, but that isn’t the real
meaning or purpose of it. “It is not you who chose me, I chose you.” God has chosen us
and God has sent us! And the Church as an institution cannot fulfill this mission simply
as an institution. It is not enough that we have churches and schools and hospitals. The
mission of Christ has to go into every nook and cranny, every home and household, every
factory and workplace. And if there is one thing that is probably displeasing to God, it’s
the silence of so many believers.

“Go Forth and Bear Fruit”

Jesus says here, “Your fruit must endure, so that all you ask the Father in my name he
will give you.” All too often believers seek what they need first and think about the
kingdom later. Jesus’ plan is the other way around: bear fruit first, then you will get
everything you ask for! This indeed is the whole meaning of “The Lord’s Prayer.” The
petitions of “The Lord’s Prayer” are meant to stay in the precise order in which they
appear. First comes the kingdom of God! First comes the desire to do God’s will on
earth as it is in heaven, then later on we will receive our daily bread.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Right Timing and Suffering for the Gospel
May 19, 2001
8:00 a.m.
Acts 16:1-10;

Fifth Week of Easter
Jn 15:18-21

Saturday,

“All this they will do to you because of my name, for they know nothing of him who
sent me.”
Both of today’s readings are speaking of opposition, opposition to the work of God in
Christ. In the first reading we have the Acts of the Apostles, where the apostles are more
or less on their way to certain places where the Spirit of Jesus tells them not to go. Why?
Wherein we do believe that God desires the salvation of everyone at all times, practically
speaking, it is necessary to discern when is the proper time. And this is not only true for
individuals; it’s true for whole towns!
In the first reading twice the Spirit told them no, it was not the right time. This is not
because God doesn’t love these towns or the people in them, but the whole problem isn’t
love anyway. God has always loved everyone because everything is God’s creation, but
that doesn’t mean that human beings have always been willing or able to respond.
Forgiveness, for example, is a response to love.
Yesterday we heard the expression “Live on in my love.” Well, living in love is a
response; it’s a human response. It’s like a circuit that keeps electricity flowing through
tungsten, giving light. That’s what living in love is like; that’s what forgiveness is like.
It’s a circuit. Now there’s such a thing as a short-circuit. A short-circuit means an
interruption somewhere along the line either to or away from the light. Electricity just
doesn’t go into the bulb and stop there; it goes through and then back to its source. Love
is the same. Love comes from God and goes through us and back again if we’re living in
love, if we’re living in forgiveness, if we’re living in mercy. And this requires our
willingness, but people are not always ready to do that.
And sometimes they’re not ready to do that because of the whole world they live in,
the village they live in, the town they live in. When Jesus healed the blind man he first
took him away from the crowd. The crowd we live with, the crowd we go with, the
environment that surrounds us, can often be an obstacle to this living in love, this living
in mercy and forgiveness. For whatever reason we are, after all, human beings who are
social. We don’t live in total isolation; that’s why we need the Church. We have to live

Right Timing and Suffering for the Gospel

in community and communion with other believers. And if it were possible to live in
total isolation, it would be a very rare sort of gift not applicable to a vast majority of
people. So there are times when certain areas are just not ready for the word of God, for
the gospel. “Why waste your time?” the Spirit is saying, “Go somewhere where they are
ready.”
So that’s true on a larger level and it’s true on a small level in our own families and as
individuals. Sometimes people just aren’t ready. There’s no preparation for the gospel.
This isn’t something that just goes off like a firecracker. The gospel of Christ has to be
gently planted into the soil of our lives, and the soil has to be ready. Some people’s soil
is like a hardened footpath, and as the parable of the Sower and the Seed tells us, that
won’t work; it will just be trampled. The gospel will be trampled; the Spirit of Christ will
be trampled. It happens every day. We have to be ready for this.
And so Jesus now in the gospel is talking directly to the disciples about their being
rejected because there’s an identification between Jesus and his disciples. “As they
harried me, they’ll harry you. As they respected my words, they’ll respect yours. Or as
they didn’t respect my words, they won’t respect yours.” If you want to be a disciple of
Jesus, you’d better be ready for rejection! And if you’re not ready for rejection, then how
ready are you for the gospel? It all goes together! It’s not just good news for me; it’s
good news for the world. But good news for the world requires that each individual
missionary, apostle, believer, and disciple does his or her part in bringing this to the
world. And that requires suffering!
So if we look to the history of the Church, we look to the Church of the present
moment, we see a lot of things that could be better, but we have to look first to ourselves.
How can the soil of our own lives be more properly prepared to receive the seed? How
can we nurture the seed within ourselves so it can grow strong, so that we can withstand
the suffering needed to bring the gospel to the world? All of these are very personal
questions, but they are necessary ones.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Openness to Learning from the Spirit Sixth Sunday of Easter/C May 20, 200l
10:30 a.m.
Acts 15:1-2, 22-29; Rv 21:10-14, 22-23; Jn 14:23-29 (Golden Jubilee
of Sister Rosemary)

The parish is very privileged to be able to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of a
wonderful woman in Christ, a sister of all of ours; and we do congratulate Sister
Rosemary.
For those of you who are new to the parish, the two priests in the sanctuary with me
are former pastors: Father George Hurley and Father Jim Fitzgerald. And as you are well
aware, this is a very fine parish; and it’s greatly due to their work in the past years.
This morning we hear in John’s gospel this text: Jesus says, “The Advocate, the Holy
Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you everything and remind
you of all that I told you.”
This is a twofold work: first of all, teaching everything; and secondly, reminding us of
all that Jesus told us. There’s a lot packed into these two missions because, first of all, no
one and no group can know everything; and yet the Spirit is to teach us everything. What
this means is that every faithful disciple must be open to new teaching because what
we don’t know will necessarily appear to us as new. If we refuse to learn, then we are
refusing the Spirit. And there are those who because of some misguided sense of
faithfulness or some misguided sense of faith reject the Spirit’s mission. They believe
that they already know everything that has been revealed, and this, as I have already
mentioned, is impossible. And this rejection not only imperils the mission of the
Church, but it also imperils our own claim to fidelity.
Secondly, the Spirit is to remind us of all Jesus told us. Again, no human being and
no human group can remember all that Jesus taught. In fact, at the end of the fourth
gospel, the author makes a point that if everything Jesus said and did were written down,
all the books in the world could not contain it. When we talk about all that Jesus said,
we don’t mean the sum total of what we learned or what we think Jesus said. We’re
talking about the unknown, the unknown except to the Spirit of Christ, the Holy
Spirit, that is sent to be the Church’s soul and advocate and friend.
So what is the Spirit teaching? Well, on this great occasion, when we celebrate fifty
years of a very special ministry, the golden jubilee of Sister Rosemary, maybe we should
reflect on what the Spirit has been trying to teach us about vocation. Probably fifty
years ago many Catholics, priests, religious, and lay included, thought that a vocation
was an unusual calling for a select group: religious and clerical professionals! But the
Spirit has been teaching us otherwise. Pope John Paul II never tires of pointing out that
every baptized Christian has a vocation; and the vocation is to bring Christ into a
hurting world. And he has pointed out that the injustice, the violence, and the hunger
that plague our world are all rooted in patterns of behavior that only God’s power and
grace and mercy can change. There’s no political movement that can change it. There’s
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no new ideology that can change it, only the grace and the power and the love of God
can change the world. And God’s ways of changing the world and answering all the
questions of human suffering, and the great questions of human meaning, are embodied
in the person of Christ, and to a lesser extent in the saints. If we care about the world,
then we must bring the Good News entrusted to us to the world. And bringing Christ to
the world does not only mean sharing the vision of the gospels—although it does. It
doesn’t only mean sharing our stories of faith—although it does. It also means
celebrating life and serving God in and through our work, our occupations, and our
professions. It means that work cannot be a necessary evil. Too often in this country
work is regarded as a necessary evil. People can’t wait to retire. They can’t wait for the
weekend. There is definitely something wrong if we have no sense of meaning or
mission attached to our work. Work must be a blessing through which we participate
with God in the continuing creation of the world and the formation of the kingdom, in a
way in which we share both God’s love and patience. This is also one of the constant
themes of Pope John Paul II.
So perhaps we could also ask what will the Spirit teach the Church about
vocation? Well, of course, no one knows but the Spirit! But true faithfulness requires
readiness to learn anew and lay aside old biases, to meet the challenges that come
ultimately from the gospel and the suffering of the world. Although none of us can
foresee how or in what way the Church will grow and develop, one thing that is most
probable is that the Church of the future will value more highly the intelligence, the
creativity, and the fidelity of women in all forms of ministry—not competing with
men and not aping men, but developing their own creative gifts in new ways of service.
Indeed the Spirit has always renewed the Church through the development of new
ministries and the granting of new charisms. In this, indeed, there is nothing new.
Here at St. Joseph’s we have been fortunate that many years ago the Spirit brought us
Sister Rosemary—hired in fact by Father George some eighteen years ago, I believe; and
as you can see he is a good judge of character. Sister Rosemary did not come here to
minister for us, but rather to support our need and our desire to minister to one
another and to the world. And she has always supported all of us, priests and
parishioners alike, helping all of us—including the pastors—to understand better what we
need to do and who we need to be. And for what she has done and who she is, we are all
truly grateful!
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Be Ready for Attack
Sixth Week of Easter
Acts 16:11-15;
Jn 15:26—16:4

Monday, May 21, 2001

8:30 a.m.

“I have told you all this to keep your faith from being shaken.”

Many people formed insecurely in their faith wrongly think that it’s a sort of insurance
policy: if they believe in God, nothing bad will happen. Well, Jesus is saying, “Well,
that’s not true.” Faith is not an insurance policy. It’s almost an assurance that something
bad will happen, not of course from God, but from others who are going to oppose the
work of God. So in this regard, this gospel is trying to alert us to the fact that many
people are not merely indifferent to the truth—and there are certainly many who are—but
there are actually many who are hostile to the truth. As they were hostile to Jesus, they
will be hostile to Jesus’ disciples.

And this hostility they will ascribe to their own faith and to their own misconception
of who God is. And this is, of course, something that is not only true, but it starts to then
work on the very idea of conscience. What is conscience? We believe in conscience.
We believe we are born with an innate power find the truth, follow the truth, respond to
the truth. And yet this is saying, well, there are people who will actually think they’re
serving God by attacking you! So, yes, we have this innate power, but it is not an
infallible power. Conscience is innate; it must be respected because we have nothing else
going for us. And yet we have to realize that our conscience, the human conscience,
anyone’s conscience, can be in error.

So we have a world full of people who are quite devout and they’re devoutly killing
each other! They’re devoutly opposing the work of God. And that’s just a fact of life.
It’s not only true in the world at large; it’s true in our own families, where people might
really believe that what you believe is wrong and they have to stop it or they have to
oppose it. And for this Jesus is getting us ready. “But I have told you these things that
when their hour comes you may remember my telling you of them.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Becoming Empty So We Can Be Filled
Sixth Week of Easter
May 22, 2001
7:00 a.m. Acts 16:22-34; Jn 16:5-11

Tuesday,

Both this morning’s readings focus on communal and cosmic dimensions of salvation.
In the first reading from the Acts of the Apostles there is reference to the fact that this
jailer experienced conversion and was baptized with his entire household. How so—how
come the whole household? Well, this is because of the communal, familial dimension of
salvation. It is not merely individual. It involves the individual, but it is also familial so
that through the belief of one an entire household could come to faith. Now that doesn’t
mean that salvation is assured to every single person in the household regardless of
whatever they decide or do. But is does mean that God’s ways do involve community
networks. And this is why the Church has since this time practiced infant Baptism,
because infants belong to a household. Now in this case everyone was all baptized at one
time, but then subsequently if more children came along, they would have to be included,
too, in Baptism. That’s how infant Baptism began. Again, this does not assure that every
single infant baptized or every person baptized will “finish the race,” as St. Paul says.
Each individual person has to confirm his or her own choices and so on, but the gift is
given freely, and this is the way the gift is given. If we think about it, almost all the gifts
we’ve been given have come through someone else. That’s why they’re gifts! Faith, too.
Now we go to the second reading and we see the cosmic dimensions of salvation.
Jesus is speaking to his disciples about his eminent departure, and he is telling them it is
better that he goes, which of course, from a personal viewpoint, is absurd—but it’s not
personal. Salvation is not just about “me and Jesus.” There are many Christians that are
still in the “me and Jesus” level of relating, and they probably can’t comprehend this
gospel at all. Jesus says, “It is better that I go.” To his dear friend, Mary Magdalene,
after his resurrection he says, “Don’t cling to me, Mary.” A personal, emotional
relationship with Jesus is not the end all and focus of this whole story of salvation. It’s
just one little level, one little part.
Now we’re moving to a higher part in the history of salvation when Jesus is preparing
his disciples for emptiness. He says, “I’m going to the Father; better for you that I go to
the Father. If I didn’t go to the Father, I couldn’t send the Paraclete.” And it is in their
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emptiness and their loneliness for him that something is being prepared that will be filled
with something very different from what they were used to before. This is the gift of the
Spirit at Pentecost.
And as we go through life and we make friendships and we have very important
relationships including family, spouse, the relationship of parent to child, child to
parent—all these relationships are important, but they’re just stages. Not any one of them
is that important—not any one! There is always something more. And that’s the cosmic
dimension of salvation: there’s always something more. God is always leading us
onward. And in the emptiness that comes from loss, there is actually a great blessing,
because the emptier we are, the more we can be filled. And if we’re full, we can’t be
filled. And too few Christians really understand the importance of this. Well, it’s rather
difficult. Only when we meet with grief can we even understand it, and then we often
don’t!
Ultimately then the Spirit, the Paraclete comes to prove the world wrong. You see,
the whole world has to be proved wrong. It’s not just a matter of this one or that one.
It’s not just a matter of condemning this terrible criminal—Tim McVeigh or Adolf Hitler
or Joseph Stalin or Mao Tse-tung or whoever. Much more the world itself must be
proved wrong about sin in that they refused to believe in Jesus. And of course, this is
directly targeting the Pharisees, the rabbis who knew all about sin, supposedly. I mean
they had all the rules! But they refused to believe in him. So no matter who has any
rules, if they don’t believe in him, forget it! They’re wrong! Wrong about sin. Wrong
about justice. Our sense of justice is very perverted because in our sense of justice we
condemned Christ. In our sense of justice we continue to condemn others. But justice
really comes from Christ and from his ascent to the Father. “About condemnation—for
the prince of this world is condemned.” Of course, the prince of this world is the source
of all condemnation, in the ordinary sense of the word. How people are always pointing
fingers and trying to blame somebody, this all comes from the spirit of Satan that wants
to divide us and set us against one another, so we won’t ever see the real problem. And
these are typical, cultural, and very powerful ways of thinking, and they affect
everybody. And we have to struggle against them. And we can when we are empty
enough to be filled with the Spirit.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Learning Depends upon Readiness
Sixth Week of Easter
May 24, 2001 7:00 a.m. Acts 18:1-8; Jn 16:16-20

Thursday,

Today we have a reading from the Gospel of John about the disciples and how they
did not understand what Jesus was talking about. And if we read carefully throughout
Scripture, we find that was very common; the disciples often didn’t grasp what Jesus
meant. And the particular force of this particular reading is that there’s no way in which
words can indicate to people the meaning of truth that they’re not really ready to receive.
To put into rather blunt, common English what Jesus is saying to them is, “You’ll find
out what I mean later. You’ll find out what I mean when you experience what you’re
going to experience, but I’ve done all I can do on the verbal level trying to prepare you
for it.” And this is profoundly true. Words just go so far. When it comes to life, we
have to live it.
But if we learn the teachings of Jesus and we try to deal with them as well as we can,
then when we meet various experiences, we’ll have something to fall back on. We can
have an insight; we can say, “Now, oh, that’s what that means!” So part of learning is
really storing up for ourselves a certain kind of wisdom that we can fall back on when we
need to. No one can understand what it means to grieve just by talking about the words
“grief” and “grieving.” But when you lose someone very dear to you, then you know
what it means to grieve. And Jesus is talking about that very experience, the experience
of profound loss, the experience of profound emptiness. And we cannot communicate to
anyone what that means until that person experiences loss and emptiness.
And thus it is with our spiritual lives; we have to more or less wait for the right time to
experience the meaning of Jesus’ teachings. We can’t experience them through words
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themselves. For a similar reason, St. Paul found it impossible to convey to certain people
the good news that Jesus is the Messiah. Some people believed, but many did not. Why?
Well, some were ready! Some could see how Jesus was the one who fulfilled the
promises, others no. So everyone has his or her own time schedule. And we’re not the
masters of our own time schedule. We have to wait upon life so that life can teach us.
But without the good news of Jesus Christ, life itself can be a depressing teacher, even a
killing teacher. So Jesus came so we will know that eventually our grief will be turned
into joy.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The Ultimate Meaning of Life
Sixth Week of Easter Friday, May 25, 2001
8:30 a.m.
Acts 18:9-18; Jn 16:20-23 (St. Bede the Venerable, St. Gregory VII,
St. Mary Magdalene de’Pazzi)

“On that day you will have no questions to ask me.”
There are some fundamental questions about life: the meaning of suffering, for
example; but even more deeply than that, the meaning of life itself.
Now it’s often believers who do not understand the importance of this question: What
is the meaning of life? And when unbelievers will express their lack of belief, believers
will say, “Well, can’t they see how beautiful life is,” or “can’t they see how complex life
is,” or “how did everything just come out of nothing?” But that isn’t really the question.
The question is not how it all came to be. The question is: Where is it going? That’s the
real religious question; that’s the real question of meaning. So people can believe that
life is complex and marvelous and wonderful, and they can be full of awe and everything
but still not see any meaning to it.
And that doesn’t change if they happen to be religious. For example, as I understand
Orthodox Judaism, there’s no explanation in terms of the ultimate meaning of life. If
they have any idea at all of heavenly existence, they borrow that from the gospel—and
the same with Hinduism, Buddhism, all the other religions. Before Christ there was no
answer to the question: Well, where is this all going? It is in Christ that the response is
we are all going to live with God forever, eternally, to share God’s eternal existence; and
since God has no beginning and no end, then we will have no end either—even if we do
have a beginning. So this answer is very important.

The Ultimate Meaning of Life

Now there is one religion, of course, that believes in life in heaven. It’s Islam. But
Islam comes after Christ. From this point of view you might see it as a kind of form of
Christian belief, maybe heretical, but basically similar in this way.
You’ve heard the expression “Some people can’t see the forest for the trees,” and
that’s the way we are in our daily lives. We don’t see the forest, the whole big picture—
we just see the trees, which block our vision. The only way we see the forest is by
looking from a different perspective: one above the trees; and that’s what this gospel is
about. “In the same way, you are sad for a time, but I shall see you again; then your
hearts will rejoice with a joy no one can take from you. On that day you will have no
questions to ask me.” On that day you will see the trees and the forest, for the trees are
now blocking your vision. So this is the fundamental thrust out of these readings from
John. It’s really talking about how we have to deal with the present but realize that the
present is not the whole.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Meaning and Purpose of Life
Solemnity of the Ascension of the Lord/C Sunday,
May 27, 2001 8:45 a.m. Acts 1:1-11; Heb 9:24-28; 10:19-23; Lk 24:46-53

I was thinking the other day about how fortunate I am and how fortunate we are to be
the ones the Lord has chosen to receive his revelation. And the revelation of the Lord is
primarily, first and foremost, that Christ has been raised from the dead and now has
gone into glory. St. Paul says about this mystery, “If Christ were not raised from the
dead, our faith is in vain.” And St. Augustine rightly points out that we are all already in
one sense ascended with Christ, although he points out the promises of God are not yet
fulfilled in our bodies. So we believers are living partly in this world of God’s own
glory and partly still in the world of suffering. And of this St. Paul comments, “Our
bodies continue to groan as they await their redemption.” And yet very often we do not
appreciate how this has already transformed our own lives, and already done a
great deal to change the world for the better. There is a way in which we don’t see the
forest for the trees.
In pre-Christian times, for example, there was absolutely no sense of any purpose
to the world. In the mystical religions of the East there was and is a belief in some kind
of immortality to the human soul, but this is completely detached from life as we know it;
and religious practice is a matter of becoming more detached, more separated, from life
as we know it, thus the practices of yoga, thus the practices of Hinduism and Buddhism
as well. Even though Buddhism may be very sophisticated, it is still a religion or a
practice of withdrawal from life. And official Judaism—official Judaism, rabbinic
Judaism—has no teachings about immortality. In a sense the opposite of the mystical
religions of the East, Judaism believes in the meaning of life, but in a very temporal,
time-bound way. There are no official beliefs in the Hebrew Canon, the Hebrew
Scriptures, about immortality of the soul, about life after what we call “death.”
We can see in Islam, which began in the seventh century after Christ, there is belief in
life after death, there is belief in heavenly life, unfortunately severed however from
Christ as the model and exemplar of how to live in this world and how to die in this
world. Thus modern-day believers of the Islamic faith can really believe sincerely that
the way to God is by blowing themselves up with as many other people as possible. We
can see why the world has become so dangerous. Many people have no sense at all of the
meaning and purpose to life! Other people’s sense of meaning is dangerous. So we can
see all religions are not the same.
But beyond that we can also see that religion itself has lost its grasp or its grip on
modern people. And many very intelligent, educated people have no religious beliefs
of any kind. Often believers express exasperation at this. They say things like, “Well,
can’t they see how beautiful the creation is? Can’t they see how complex life is and how
it all fits together? Can’t they see how mind-boggling is the expanse of the universe, how
wonderful and awe-inspiring it all is?” And the answer is of course they do; they see all
that, but that is not the basis of any kind of meaning or purpose. Meaning and purpose
has to do with goals; it has to do with what something is for. And the most
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intelligent atheists, the most intelligent agnostics, while admitting the total
improbability of everything that is, admitting even that it might be miraculous in
some sense, still see no purpose in it because from their perspective everything
eventually dies. All life dies. All planets die. All suns die. All stars die. And the
whole universe eventually will die. So what’s the meaning?
Meaning only comes into the human mind when God lifts the veil of our senses in
the disclosure of God we call “revelation.” And you and I have become those the Lord
has chosen to reveal himself to, and in this revelation we can see that there is no end to
life. Our lives on this earth ascend into divine glory and are very connected to our
lives on earth, and we take with us our decisions and our choices. Our faith and our
works, our love and our works of love, our mercy and our works of mercy, our justice
and our works of justice are part of what God assumes into his heavenly glory. And this
is a Christian belief—and especially Catholic! Although all Christians believe in some
heavenly glory, they don’t all see the connection between what we do now and what
we shall be later.
We need to realize that every single one of us can make a difference in life now.
And when we come to the day when we lie in our graves, the best possible thing anybody
could say about us is that the world is better because he or she lived here. That is the
compliment of compliments! And perhaps the greatest prayer we can have is that this
will be true. And it will be, if we make the right choices, if we recognize Christ as the
true exemplar and model of life here. If we allow his Spirit to lead us and guide us and
inspire us and motivate us, then that will be true.
Recently Pope John Paul called together cardinals from around the world for a rather
formidable task: planning for the Third Millennium. Well, I don’t know what they’re
going to talk about, but I do know what one of the greatest problems and issues in the
Third Millennium will be. It will be this: whether people really start seeking meaning
or purpose in their lives. That will be the first big issue. And the second big issue is if
they do choose to, will there be Christian believers around who will point the way to
Christ, or will there be alternate points of view that gain ascendancy. Therein will
lie the future of our world and our earth: whether we learn to build a society of justice
and peace and goodness or whether we don’t! And to a great extent this future has been
placed in your hands, in our hands, in the hands of all believers. And this we celebrate on
the feast of the Ascension.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Challenge and Encouragement
Seventh Week of Easter
May 28, 2001 9:00 a.m. Acts 19:1-8; Jn 16:29-33

Memorial Day Monday,

“But take courage! I have overcome the world.”

In today’s dialogue between Jesus and his disciples there is a certain amount of push
and pull: there’s challenge and then there’s encouragement. And this for all disciples will
remain the paradigm of growth: we need to be challenged; we need to be encouraged.
Jesus has overcome the world, and yet we still need to grow in a deeper relationship with
Jesus, with a deeper understanding of Jesus’ teachings. That’s why he says, “Do you
really believe?” What does that mean? Well, there’s a way in which this disciple
speaking here saying, “We’re convinced you know everything and there’s no need to ask
any more questions”—that is naive!

That’s why Jesus says, “Oh, do you really believe?” There is a time in our lives when
that’s maybe the way we feel. We’re just full of faith; we’re full of confidence. We have
no questions; we have no doubts. Everything is wonderful. And this itself is a grace; but
it’s a passing grace, as all the saints tell us.

So Jesus says, “An hour is coming when you will be scattered and each will go his
own way, leaving me quite alone.” This is also part of our maturation in faith. We can’t
always be with others who support us, who agree with us, who see things the way we do.
We have to be scattered. We have to go on our own so that gift of faith, which comes
from Christ, can grow to maturity within our own personal lives. And this could be
actually somewhat frightening, disconcerting. Jesus says, “I am never alone,” but the
believer is—at least feels so. The believer can often feel all alone in the scattering that is
part of life. So Jesus is trying to encourage his disciples to realize that this will happen,
but it’s okay.

Getting back to believing, he says, “Do you really believe?” Well, the reason he said
that is, as I said in these moments, well, we believe everything. But when we believe

Challenge and Encouragement

everything, we’re really not believing anything. And there is a level of faith—and some
people never get beyond it—where they believe everything, everything that anyone tells
them or anything the Church says or anything the priest says—they believe it! But then
really what do they believe? Almost nothing—or even nothing! It is only in the
challenges of life where we are beset with questions and doubts that we really come to
believe. That’s real belief, when we have not only confidence but courage in the face of
adversity, when we learn the power of prayer by practicing prayer, where we learn about
God’s will by discerning it and living it and failing to live it. That’s how we really come
to real faith, and what’s why Jesus said, “Do you really believe?”

So Jesus ends by saying, “You will suffer,” and God will not take away that. That’s
not the will of God to take away suffering—certain kinds, yes. Suffering that has no
redemptive quality is worthless. Suffering that comes upon us against our own desires
and without our own acceptance can be worthless. It is worthless if we don’t accept it,
actually! The suffering that comes from many forms of physical disease sometimes can
be helpful but often isn’t. God doesn’t want wasted suffering. That’s why Jesus healed
so many people; in fact, he healed all that asked him to be healed.

But another kind of suffering is absolutely essential: the suffering that comes from
growth, the suffering that comes from our own ignorance and our need to learn, the
suffering that comes from our own smallness and our need to expand. That is always
important, good, wholesome, and holy suffering, and it leads to the redemption of the
world. So in the end Jesus says, “Take courage! I have overcome the world.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
God’s Love versus Our Personal Love
Seventh Week of Easter Friday,
June 1, 2001
7:00 a.m.
Acts 25:13-21;
Jn 21:15-19
(St. Justin)

“Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?”

This is a gospel text that is often unappreciated. And even the best commentaries,
such as that of Raymond Brown, in my personal view, fails to get to the nub of the
meaning of it. Some commentaries say that this is the rehabilitation of St. Peter. St.
Peter, who has denied Christ three times, now affirms him three times. I think that’s
missing the point.

In this dialogue, as in the dialogue with Nicodemus, however, we do have to have
reference to the original Greek, because the meaning of the words are very distinct in
Greek but not in our English. Twice Jesus says to Peter, “Agapas me?” Now “agapein”
is a Greek word meaning to love, but to love as God loves, to love as God is love—
unconditionally, with no reservation, this all-embracing love which is God and is of God.
Peter responds twice, “Philo se.” “Philein” is the word used for the love of friends,
friendship, the love of real companions, people committed to each other—and that’s a
different kind of love.

Now here I do believe that the meaning that the author, the evangelist, is trying to get
at is this, that we are so much like Peter. We believe that our personal love and
commitment to others is somehow stronger, better, or more special than the love
that God has for everybody! That’s really how people feel! The love of God, of
course, is in one sense indiscriminant; God loves everybody and everything that God has
made, every little quark, every little proton, every nanometer of space is loved by God
unconditionally. But to many people, I think to most of us at some point, this is too
generic! Precisely because it’s all-embracing, it’s not special enough for us. We need
something more special, more personal. So we think our love in a sense is greater than
God’s love; it has more feeling in it. It has more passion; it is more emotional, and
therefore more real. And that, of course, is not true.

God’s Love versus Our Personal Love

We actually can’t experience this all-embracing love of God because we’re too small.
And here Christ is inviting Peter to grow. “Agapas me? Can you love me as God
loves?” Now loving Christ as God loves, of course, would include loving all Christ’s
brothers and sisters, saints and sinners alike, good and evil alike, proud and humble alike,
worthy and unworthy alike—that’s the invitation. The answer is “No, I love you as my
very special friend! You’re my ‘bestest’ companion!” And Peter in his own mind thinks
that’s better. So Jesus asks him again the same question, and he gets the same answer
because Peter isn’t ready.

Now for John, that is, for the evangelist, here Peter represents the Church—always.
He is not really so much the prince of the apostles, he is the representative of the Church,
the Church that never understands what Christ is doing! The Church is never ready to
receive the Spirit. The Church is never really open to the power that is available. And
that’s exactly where he is; that’s exactly where we are, really. So Jesus actually changes
the question. And the third time he asks him he doesn't say, “Agapas me,” he says,
“Phileis me?” In other words, he is going to Peter’s level. He is saying, “Well, are you
my friend?” And then Peter is hurt. He says, “Of course, you know I am your friend!”

And I think the teaching from the standpoint of the inspired author is that our personal
relation with God and our personal friendship with God is surely much better than
hostility with God. It’s something to grow from. It’s a blessing, but it’s not the greatest
blessing. So our faith has to become very personal, but it only becomes personal in order
to grow beyond what we call personal as God stretches us. And of course, if we are truly
made in the image and the likeness of God, our stretchablity must be infinite!
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Minding Our Own Business
Seventh Week of Easter Saturday, June 2, 2001
8:00 a.m. Acts 28:16-20, 30-31; Jn 21:20-25 (Sts. Marcellinus and Peter)

If you will recall, yesterday in the reading Jesus told Peter that he was going to die a
martyr’s death. Now Peter looks over his shoulder and sees the beloved disciple, of
whom he was probably somewhat envious because of his close relationship with Jesus,
and he said, “Well, what about him?” And Jesus said, “Well, what if I want him to stay
until I come? What business is that of yours?”
And I think that’s a very important dialogue because too often we are too concerned
about other people, not ourselves. Following Jesus is a matter of following Jesus!. Each
of us must do his or her own part. This is where the idea of individuality comes in.
We’re not individuals in the sense we are to live only for ourselves, but we are
individuals insofar as we are only really responsible for our own actions and decisions—
not the actions and decisions of others. And this fulfills the prophecy of Ezekiel—I
believe also reflected in Jeremiah—where the prophet says, “A time is coming when each
man will suffer only for his own sins.”
Well, that time has come; the time came with Christ when each person became free
either to serve God or not, free from the power of sin, in other words, free from the
compulsions of sin and the obsessions of sin by the redemptive grace released in Christ.
This parallels another teaching about the beam in the eye, again reflecting the idea we are
responsible for seeing what is wrong with ourselves, not with someone else.
But there is a way in which we do pay much too much attention to other people, and
we become very judgmental. And it isn’t that our judgments are false insofar as we’re
judging actions, but of course we don’t really know where they are in their relation with

Minding Our Own Business

God, or if they’re anywhere! And ultimately it really isn’t our business except that we
are called to, in our own individual lives, take individual responsibility to share the good
news of Christ. And of course, anyone who accepts the good news of Christ will
naturally—or I should say supernaturally—be brought to repentance and new life.
Meanwhile, the best thing we can do for other people is be a good example, and a good
example is defined by being exactly as Christ was; and beyond that, what other people do
is not our business.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
FASHION—Life Tips to Graduates Pentecost Sunday/C June 3, 2001 12:15 p.m.
Acts. 2:1-11;
Rom 8:8-17;
Jn 20:19-23
(Eighth Grade Graduation)

“For you did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you received
a Spirit of adoption, through whom we cry, ‘Abba, Father!’”
Well, sadly, the word “Abba” doesn’t really mean Father. And that was pointed out
so beautifully this morning when a young couple brought to visit me, to introduce to me,
two new children that they have adopted, both of whom already speak. So she said to the
one girl, “Now say, ‘Good morning, Father.’” And the girl said, “Good morning,
Daddy.” It’s not the same. But that’s really what this says: that God is our Daddy, and
that we can relate to God as we relate to a daddy. Of course St. Paul is presuming that
we have a good relationship with our fathers; but even if we don’t, we know what we
want from a daddy, and so we know what God is willing to give us.
Now last week we had the Baccalaureate Mass. And I was discussing some of the
points with some of the parents, and it occurred to me it might be good if one of you
would reprise for all of us the four points that I gave you. And I was talking, Thomas,
with your mother, and she thought you would be willing to do it. Do you think you
could? No? Michael? No? Anyone? You’re over relying on the Holy Spirit! I know
that it said here, “He will teach you everything,” but you do have to remember, too! But
on the other hand, we “did not receive a spirit of slavery,” so there should be no fear
here—so you can relax. I thought this morning I would simply repeat some of the things
I said at the Baccalaureate Mass and add to that; and so that you will remember, I came
up with a word. FASHION. Now you young ladies, Jessica, you like fashion, right?
So here is a word, “fashion.” Each letter stands for a point. And while I go over this
I’ll ask you if you can remember anything I said last Tuesday.
The first one is “F.” What does that have to do with last Tuesday’s Mass? Matthew?
Patrick? Ray? Bob? Sean? Colleen? Kate? Nobody? Nicko? No? Finish! Don’t
you remember we talked about—what? St. Paul—did you say that? See, Jessica knew
that. “Finish the race!” Life is a race, although it need not be a rat race. My advice is
whenever possible “leave the rat race to the rats.” But life is a race; we’re not called just
to stand still. St. Paul’s point was “finish the race”; it wasn’t winning the race! Why is
that? Because only one person can win, but we all can finish. A perfect metaphor for life
is the Boston Marathon. And finishing the Boston Marathon is a great achievement, and
so is finishing the race of life a great achievement! We live in a society that’s highly
competitive; it pits one person against another. We have corporations that are like
pyramids: only one at the top. We all can’t be that one. And if you put all your interest
in competing against each other, against the people in the world, you will probably be
disappointed—and unnecessarily so because the goal of life, Sean, is not winning. It’s
finishing the race. And from this point of view everyone who finishes is a winner.
Fashion. “A” Second word: Against! Do you remember what that was about?
Jessica? Joseph? David? Compete—Brian, you were going to say this—compete
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against whom? Yourself! Compete against yourself. That’s a little lesson from St.
Ignatius of Loyola. He said that in life it’s a big mistake to compare yourself to others
because you’re not like them. But it is important to compare yourself to what you
could be. In this way you compete against yourself, against the potential you really have.
You want to allow all that potential in your life. Thomas Edison said that people only use
ten percent of their potential. Ninety percent is wasted! You don’t want to waste your
potential. The only way you develop it is to compete against yourself.
“S” Set—what, Michael? Goals! Set goals! Matas, who sets goals in your life?
You do! And you need to set them according to what your nature is, what your abilities
are. Don’t let the world pipe the tune that you dance to. You decide what you can do and
want to do. You set your own goals that are tailor-made for your own nature because
all of us are made in the image and likeness of God. God does not make anyone who
is worthless. God does not make anyone who is incapable of living a good life.
“H” stands for honor. And as Pope John Paul is telling the world at all times, all
honest work is honorable. And honest work is the key to a true esteem of oneself—a
true esteem of oneself. Today in our society, again, there are many artificial schemes
trying to get people to feel good about themselves, bypassing the only real way, which is
to honestly work at whatever it is that you are called to do. If you’re called to
parenthood, then be the best possible parent you can be. If you are going to be a
computer specialist, then be the best specialist. If you are going to be a mechanic, then
be the best mechanic you can be. This is honorable, and this will give you esteem. And
if other people don’t value what you do, that’s their problem! We are created, again, in
the image and likeness of God; and God is the Creator, and so we are called to co-create
with our lives something and give something back to God. And anything we do
honestly is honorable and worthy of our own esteem.
“I” Innocent. Jesus said, “Be wise as serpents, but innocent as doves.” Be wise as
serpents means you have to learn how to deal with every kind of person in life: crafty
people, slick people, even dishonest people, low-down people. You have to deal with
everybody, but don’t make them your friends! Be innocent as doves when it comes to
friendship, because sooner or later you will become exactly like the people you are
friends with, because you are growing and developing. And you will grow into a
person like the people you choose to spend your time with. So remain as innocent as
doves when it comes to that.
“O” Life isn’t “over” until it’s over! Life is full of chances for redemption. All
of us fail at one thing or another at one time or another. When we fail at one thing, either
we need to try it over or try something else. Do not set your sights on one and only one
thing, or one and only one person. That is selling yourself short. If you think you
would like to do a particular thing, if you would like to take up a particular occupation or
profession and you don’t really do well, maybe that’s not for you. If you think you
would like to get married to a particular person, and that person isn’t interested or is
already committed to someone else, leave that alone. There will be someone else. Don’t
forget, Einstein flunked sixth grade math. So failure does not preclude greatness.
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“N” Never. Never stop—never stop learning. Never stop being a disciple of
Christ. Every day we either grow or we regress. We do not stand still on this Earth.
The Earth doesn’t stand still; it’s constantly moving. The sun is moving. Everything in
the creation is moving, including us! And we’re either going forward or we’re going
backward, so keep going forward! Standing still is impossible. Jesus assures you, “If
you seek the Lord, you will find him.” And if you find the Lord, you will be happy—this
is beyond doubt. Every Christian life is consecrated to God by Baptism. Every
Christian person has a holy vocation to do something for God: some form of service,
some rendering of love to God’s own creation. And you can find what it is you’re called
to do. God cannot be outdone in generosity. Whatever you give to God will be returned
to you many times over. This is a promise from Christ himself. And then leave the rest
of your affairs in God’s hands; and let the wonder of God’s grace grow within you, and
you will have no regrets.
“FASHION,” don’t forget.

FASHION—Life Tips to Graduates

3

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Tips on Living in the Spirit of “Abba”
Pentecost Sunday/C
5:00 p.m.
Acts. 2:1-11;
Rom 8:8-17;
Jn 20:19-23

June 3, 2001

“For you did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you received
a Spirit of adoption, through whom we cry, ‘Abba, Father!’”
Unfortunately for us, “Abba” doesn’t mean Father. This is perfectly illustrated by an
event that took place this morning. One of our families has just adopted two very cute
girls, and the mother came to introduce them to me this morning; and she said, “Now say,
‘Good morning, Father.’” And one child said, “Good morning, Daddy.” And the mother
said, “Oh, don’t say that.” Well, that’s what “Abba” means—“Daddy,” not father.
There’s a difference. There’s a familiarity and there’s a possessiveness with the word
“Daddy” that cannot be transferred into “father.” There’s an intimacy. And all of this
Jesus intended, and thus he taught his disciples to use this word, “Abba, Daddy.” And St.
Paul is simply following Jesus in this one particular text.
We on our part often find it hard, however, to refer to God in this intimate way. There
are divisions. There are barriers between us and God. And we must be convinced that all
these barriers are of our making, not God’s. That’s the whole meaning of the gift of
Christ. That’s the whole meaning in the phrase “God so loved the world that he gave his
only begotten Son.” He gave his only begotten Son even though in God’s own wisdom
he knew what would happen to his only begotten Son, but love does not count the cost.
And today we celebrate the feast of Pentecost, meaning that even though God’s gift of
himself is complete in Christ it was also limited in one sense, that Jesus could not live on
earth in a human body forever. But in the Spirit we have, again, the fullness of deity
given as a gift into our hearts. It is thus that we can, when we’re ready, approach
intimacy with “Daddy,” with the heavenly source of our being. But perhaps we’re not
ready!
Well, life, St. Paul tells us, that is, Christian life, is a kind of race. And the goal of this
race is not to win; it’s to finish—and there’s a big difference!. Only one person can win a
race, but really everyone can finish—who don’t give up! Now you may have heard of
the idea of a rat race; people say, “Life is a rat race.” Sometimes it seems so, especially
in our world today. Well, we can leave the rat race to the rats! That is not life with
Christ; that’s not the race Paul was speaking of. He was speaking of a marathon, and it is
a long-termed process that requires great patience and endurance. But we need to
remember that we have to finish the race.
In regard to competition we have the advice of St. Ignatius of Loyola: “Compete
against yourself, not against others.” You are not like any other person, and therefore to
compare yourself with any other person is simply to lead to irrelevant results. What we
can compare ourselves to is our own potential; and we can strive to live up to the fullness
of our own potential in mind, in body, in soul, leaving out nothing that we can do.
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For us to do that we have to set goals for ourselves that are not someone else’s goals.
Again, we were not put on this earth to please someone else. We were put on earth to
please God. Even though our most important roles in life are relational, for example,
being a spouse or being a parent, nonetheless, we are not put on earth to please somebody
else. We are motivated to be the best spouse we can be in order to please God, not our
spouse. If the byproduct is pleasing our spouse, well, all the better; but our motivation
cannot be there!
We have to recognize that all work is honorable if it’s honest. These are some of the
points I gave to the departing graduates. Today in our society people despise work if it
doesn’t pay huge results, huge wages or salaries. This is foolishness, and it’s really
dishonorable in itself. All honest work is honorable. It is through honorable work that
we gain true self-esteem. And there are so many phony schemes even in the educational
system today to create artificial self-esteem in children. There’s only one way to develop
self-esteem, and that is to find an honest form of employment, to achieve something from
one’s own intelligence, imagination, and creativity. This builds self-esteem of a very
honorable kind, virtuous kind.
Jesus said, “Be wise as serpents and innocent as doves.” We need to be wise as
serpents because in this world we have to deal with every kind of being: mean, slippery,
slimy, deceptive, under-handed, dishonest, stupid, obtuse, over-bearing, every kind of
person. And we have to learn how to deal with them without harming ourselves. But in
so doing we have to be as innocent as doves, which means we don’t choose companions
out of people who are unworthy, whose characters are unworthy of our calling. We do
not share ourselves with people whose characters are unworthy of our calling in Christ to
a life of holiness, to a life of friendship with God, which is another way of saying we
cannot be friends with people who are not friends with God unless it is part of a plan to
bring them to God. Ultimately, we do become exactly like the people we spend our time
with, that we choose to spend our time with. So in this way as we grow and develop each
day in this race, in this marathon of life in Christ, we do become someone. And we
choose the someone we become by the people we choose to call our friends—at least
partially.
Life isn’t over until it’s over. Life is full of chances for redemption. Failure is not the
end of anything. Sometimes failure means we didn’t try hard enough; other times failure
means we tried the wrong thing. But it is a great folly to put all of our expectations or
demands for success on one particular thing or one particular person. If you think you
need one particular person to be happy with for the rest of your life, then you’re going to
be unhappy—even if you should get that person to be your married partner, because
you’re not living in the Spirit of Christ, wherein true happiness resides. You’re living
outside of yourself in illusions and projections. God has made no one worthless; no one
is designed to be obsolete. We all have a place in our world. As I tell the school
children, even Einstein flunked sixth grade math. So failure does not preclude success in
any way, but it may point the way to a different path in this marathon of life.
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And finally, we need to never stop learning. Jesus called his closest friends
“disciples” long before he called them “friends.” And the word means learner—pupil,
student, maybe, but one who always learns. In this world we cannot be static. We cannot
stand still. We must progress or regress. Now you know how you forget things, so you
better start learning things to make up for all the things you are forgetting! A lot of what
we learn in life is worthy of forgetting. But when it comes to important things, the things
taught by Scripture, the things taught by the Church, these we need to learn better and
more each day.
Christ assures each of you if you seek the Lord, you will find him. If you seek
happiness, you will find happiness. If you seek the Lord, you will be happy. This is a
promise that comes from God. Every Christian life is consecrated by God in Baptism to
a holy vocation. Every vocation is a vocation of service and love in which God will
outdo in generosity any gift we make to God. The challenge is to seek a vocation that is
appropriate, that fits with our own dispositions and temperaments, personalities and
abilities: physically, mentally, and spiritually. Then we can leave the rest to God, to the
Spirit that has been given to us in whom we can cry, “Abba, Daddy.” And we can rest in
the wonder of God’s grace and have no regrets. This is God’s gift to us.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
We Must Bear Fruit Ninth Week in Ordinary Time
8:30 a.m.
Tb 1:1-2; 2:1-9; Mk 12:1-12

Monday, June 4, 2001

“Jesus began to address the chief priests, the scribes and the elders once more in
parables.”
Well, we can be sure of one thing: that Mark would not have recorded this parable or
the teaching associated with it if it had been meant only for the chief priests and the
scribes. The evangelists only record Jesus’ teachings or what he does insofar as they
present a pattern—a pattern of thought or a pattern of action—that is supposed to be a
model for Christian life.
The pattern here is that God has called people to produce, that we’re not put here on
earth simply to vegetate, but to produce something for God—that’s the idea—and that
those who claim to be believers had better produce, as it says in the fourth gospel: “You
must bear fruit, and your fruit must endure.” Now what is this fruit? Well, the fruit is
anything that reflects the nature of God. So being just, being merciful, being loving—in
the sense God is loving—all those are ways of producing fruit.
The problem is—was then and is now and always has been and probably always will
be—that there are many people who think that they are somehow on God’s side, faithful
to God, his followers, and yet they don’t produce anything! The problem is simply this:
How is anyone who does not know God to learn what God is like? God chooses not to
use flashes of lightning and all sorts of apparitions to touch the vast majority of people.
And such phenomena would not do much anyway. There may be apparitions; there may
be unusual revelations, but that isn’t the way God normally works with people. And the
Church teaches that these revelations and apparitions are completely unnecessary—
completely unnecessary! They are not a normal means to salvation at all.
What is necessary is that those called by God bear fruit. People learn that God is just
by meeting just people. People learn that God is merciful by meeting merciful people—
that’s bearing fruit. People learn that God is loving by meeting loving people. And
there’s no other way; that’s God’s way. Now there could be another way, but God has
not chosen it. This is what God has chosen. And so it has always been true that tenants,
anyone living on this planet really, who don’t bear fruit, eventually will be thrown out.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Righteous People Suffer
Ninth Week in Ordinary Time
8:30 a.m. Tb 2:9-14;
Mk 12:13-17
(St. Boniface)

Tuesday, June 5, 2001

Today we are reading from the Book of Tobit, and Tobit is not in all Bibles. It’s in
Catholic Bibles, but it’s not in other Bibles. It’s part of a body called the “secondary
canon.” Those were disputed books in the early Church. St. Jerome didn’t like them,
didn’t want to translate them even; but the pope said, “Jerome, you’re translating them!”
So he did. He said he did them all in one night—all the disputed books—indicating he
did not pay great attention to them.
What are they about? Well, they’re not about actual people, so to speak. They’re not
historical books. They’re more like novels. But they’re about real issues—they’re about
real issues—like Job. Now Job is not a disputed book, but Job is similar to these books.
Job, of course, in its original form came from Babylonia before the Hebrew people ever
got ahold of it. They rewrote it in Hebrew and added quite a bit, but it was originally a
story that came from outside the history of Israel. And like Job, this is a story with a
universal theme. The theme is this: righteous people, good people, holy people, suffer.
You’ve heard of this before; it’s in the Book of Job.
Here Tobit—Tobit is a man who goes out of his way to please God. For example, we
read yesterday that he was ready to have a feast, but he didn’t want to eat by himself
because he had more food than he needed, so he sent his son to go out and find another
fellow Israelite—now this takes place in exile, so they’re not in Israel; they’re in
Nineveh—go find another Israelite to join us; but he said make sure he is respectful of
God. He didn’t want to eat with an impious person because in Judaism to eat a meal with
someone was to share intimately with them. So we have to keep that in mind when we
talk about Jesus sharing intimately with sinners too. He did that deliberately, and that
caused a lot of trouble because it was really against the law. It was considered unworthy.
But here’s Tobit being worthy; he is doing the best thing he can do: he wanted to invite
someone to dinner.
Well, as it turns out his son found a man dead lying unburied and Tobit put aside his
meal and went out and retrieved the body, brought it in and kept it until nightfall, because
it was against the law to bury a body. Why? Because that was honoring; that was giving
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honor to that person, and the rulers of the land wanted to dishonor their refugees, you
might say. So Tobit, here he is, he defies the laws of the land to honor the law of God;
and goes out of his way all the time to be just and charitable and so on. What happens?
Terrible things!
He goes to sleep one night outdoors because it’s so warm, and he ends up blind from
bird droppings. This of course causes economic hardship for the family. His wife goes
to work. She comes home with a bonus, which is a goat. And of course, he believes—
he’s got a little problem; he’s a little scrupulous probably—and he believes it’s stolen
property and he says, “Send it back.” But the thing is, and this is what is brought out
today, his wife says, “Where are your charitable deeds now? Where are your virtuous
acts? See! Your true character is finally showing itself!” So she becomes his tormentor.
And this is what happens if we practice a life of virtue. Someone will come and start
accusing us. Now I hate to point out that role is actually the role of the devil in the larger
picture. He is the accuser. And now she is his accuser. She says, “Look at this: you
have been a great guy. Look at all you did. Where has it gotten you? Nowhere! You
are a fool.” That’s the point.
And I think that people have to recognize that yes, if we’re going to measure
righteousness and holiness right here and now in terms of repayment, we are foolish
because it isn’t there. And if it were there—which is actually what, you might say, many
of the rabbis taught; that was the common view that it really was there—but if it were
there, then eventually the whole world would brighten up. At least the brightest people
would brighten up. They’d say, “Hey, the best way to become rich is to be holy, so I’m
going to really be holy,” or “the best way to be successful is to be righteous; I’m going to
be righteous.” You know, everyone would catch on.
But that’s not the way it is because God doesn’t want people to do the right thing for
the wrong reason. He doesn’t want people to honor him, to follow his will, for personal
gain in that sense. He really wants people to trust in him. And trusting implies that we
have to go beyond appearances. So already recipient faith is showing up as something
needed for a true growth in a godly spirit—already in the wisdom literature of ancient
Israel.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
God Sends Angels behind the Scenes
Ninth Week in Ordinary Time Thursday,
June 7, 2001
7:00 a.m.
Tb 6:11; 7:1, 9-14; 8:4-7;
Mk 12:28-34

Today in the first reading we are continuing the Book of Tobit, which you may recall
is a secondary book of the Old Testament, meaning it’s not in the Jewish canon of
inspired books; also it’s not in the Protestant Bible. But it’s in the Catholic Bible because
the Catholic view of inspiration is a little broader, more inclusive; that is, it includes
books that are basically fictional, because even fiction can be inspired to teach.
Now in this particular book, actually there are many humorous aspects to it, but we
don’t get the humor because it’s been abbreviated for the Lectionary. We started out a
couple days ago with the story of Tobiah’s father, Tobit, who is a very righteous man,
who follows the law even at great expense; and this gets him nowhere because his life is
sad, and even his physical condition is sad in that he becomes blind and unable to work.
His wife taunts him: “Where is all your righteousness? How come you get nothing for all
your righteous deeds?”
But meanwhile, we see that behind the scenes, behind what is obvious, God is sending
the angel Raphael to Tobiah, Tobit’s son; and he is giving him protection and guidance
and direction. And all this is really because Tobit has been a righteous man; and while
Tobit himself suffers, his son is being protected. So Tobiah makes a journey to visit a
kinswoman, Sarah.
Meanwhile, Sarah has been married seven times; and each time on the marriage night
her husband dies. Well, after a while Sarah starts to think there’s something wrong with
her! “You know, why should it be that all my husbands are dying like this?” Well,
Raguel, who is Sarah’s father, welcomes Tobiah to his home and hears the request for
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Sarah’s hand, and he gives it willingly. And then with a rather shallow prayer states
more or less, “Well, good luck. Don’t forget that this is Sarah’s eighth try in getting
married, but I’m sure everything will be okay.” Well, after saying that he goes to get a
shovel and he starts digging a grave for poor Tobiah, because he figures he’ll be the
eighth one.
Meanwhile of course, Raphael has already taken everything in hand. Raphael has
secretly told Tobiah that the problem, the reason why Sarah has lost all her husbands, is
because of the evil machinations of a demon; and so he gives him something—a liver
from some little fish and says, “Keep this in your wallet.” So on the wedding night, as
Raguel is digging Tobiah’s grave, Tobiah and Sarah go to the bridal chamber; but the
demon can’t get in because of the terrible smell of the liver. So at this point now we
come in with the prayer of Tobiah, where he rises from the bed and with his newfound
wife makes this very beautiful prayer. And the prayer is a very heart-felt prayer and is
very beautiful.
But of course, the whole book itself is not all simple beauty; it’s also meant to be
humorous and it’s meant to entertain—the idea being that we can be even entertained by
the strange occurrences of life, and that we mustn’t always focus on what is right in front
of us. We have to be aware that behind the scenes there are all kinds of, you might say,
angels and rumors of angels caring for us and leading us. What we have to do is keep our
minds focused on what God asks us to do. And if we do keep ourselves so focused, we
will be protected and life will work out.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Take Time to Reflect on Seeking the Lord
Funeral
Thursday, June 7, 2001
Wis 7:21-25;
Eph 3:14-19;

Mary Gene Taylor
Mt 6:25-34

“Let tomorrow take care of itself. Today has troubles enough of it’s own.”
Every moment in life is possibly a moment of teaching and learning, and death itself
can become our teacher. And the death of a friend can be a great learning experience, if
we let it!
Jesus is reflecting on the nature of the creation and how stupendously beautiful and
abundant life is. And because of this stupendous abundance we are great beneficiaries,
and life is our benefactor. And life doesn’t create itself; life comes from something
else—a source beyond our sight, a source we cannot really grasp or understand, much
less control! And yet sometimes we are prone to take control of our own lives as if we
created them, as if everything really depends on us. And according to Jesus’ own
teaching in today’s gospel, that’s just a great foolishness.
Now when he compares our situation to the lilies of the field and the grass and so on,
he is really not indicating that we should become bums. He is not indicating that we
should give up our responsibilities and become frivolous and prodigal—far from it! But
he is suggesting that we have to put our values in proper prospective. So he says, “Seek
first God’s kingship over you, his way of holiness, and all these things will be given you
besides.” This reflects, as you probably realize, the prayer we call “The Our Father,”
where we pray to God first that his kingdom come, that his will be done on earth, then we
pray for our daily bread—that’s a right perspective! It’s not that we don’t need daily
bread—of course we do! And we can’t really live off the earth the way the birds do.
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Jesus knew that. These are parabolic statements. But unlike the birds also we do choose
our priorities, and often very badly!
So the occasion of bringing Gene into this church for the last time—her body, that
is—praying for her, holding her up to the Lord, could be a time when we perhaps allow
her death to challenge our priorities. If it were our body in this church today being
prayed over for the last time—in this church—would we have any regrets with the way
we spent yesterday or last week or last month or last year? Are we really seeking the
kingship of God and his way of holiness? That’s the question. If so, we should have no
regrets even if quite a few misfortunes come our way, because in the long run our
heavenly Father knows all that we need, and he has already granted all of it—just not on
our time schedule! As I said last night, in a sense cancer can be merciful in this sense
that it gives us time to think about who we are, about what’s important. Gene had that
time. We pray today that each of us will take that time to reflect on whether we are really
seeking the Lord in our daily lives, so that when we come to our day of departure we may
have no regrets and it may be a day of rejoicing and gladness for ourselves in the Lord.

2

Take Time to Reflect on Seeking the Lord

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Angels—God’s Intermediaries
Ninth Week in Ordinary Time Friday, June 8, 2001
8:30 a.m.
Tb 11:5-15;
Mk 12:35-37

Today we are continuing the story of Tobit. If you remember Tobit was the
gentleman who at great personal expense went out of his way to follow the law,
especially the law that required that people be buried, for example. Even though it was
against the law of the land of Nineveh, where they were exiled, nonetheless, he went out
of his way to bury the dead, to give the dead honorable burial. He also did many other
things, which actually did not pay off for him; and so his wife—as you recall—tormented
with accusations, and so on. But later on we find in the life of his son Tobiah there was
an unusual intervention, that God sent the angel Raphael.
Now this is all a novel, but the point is that we must look beyond appearances to see
reality. So the idea is that we are not in a world left to ourselves, although it may seem
that way, we’re not. We are living in a universe that is conscious of our need, that God
through intermediaries—not God directly, but God through intermediaries—is touching
us.
Now Jacob has a vision of a ladder, if you remember; and in that vision of the ladder
he saw beings rising from the earth and coming down to the earth. This is the idea of
communication; God hasn’t just set us adrift, but God has accompanied us. Yet at the
same time this accompaniment is anonymous. If you open your eyes you will see angels.
Now those angels may look like people you actually know, and in those cases that is
an angel because angel is a function. St. Gregory the Great makes a point of this: to be
an angel is a function. And we could be angels to others; it’s a function of a messenger.
But even beyond that God is in communication with us, and God is touching us, and
God is guarding us. Therefore we really have no right to feel left on our own, because we
are not! And if we feel deeply left on our own, then we have to try to work out what it is
that causes us to feel that way. There’s something in us that’s missing. There’s some
sense of connection, there’s some sense of consciousness, that’s missing. So we work on
that, and we ask for the Lord to open our eyes that we will see his friendship, his
companionship, his guardianship, and his help, through intermediaries in our daily lives.

Angels—God’s Intermediaries

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Receive and Live in Divine Life
Trinity Sunday/C June 10, 2001 10:30 a.m.
Prv 8:22-31; Rom 5:1-5; Jn 16:12-15
(Farewell to Sister Patty Huffman, D.C.)

“Not only that, but we even boast of our afflictions, knowing that affliction
produces endurance, and endurance, proven character, and proven character, hope,
and hope does not disappoint, because the love of God has been poured out into our
hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us.”
This text is from the letter of St. Paul to the Romans. And of course, in this letter St.
Paul is reflecting on the mystery of God dwelling in us, which is also the mystery—to
paraphrase St. John—it’s also the mystery of our dwelling in God. What God invites us
to—which is almost too much to imagine—is to live in God, which is another way of
saying to live in eternity, which is another way of saying to become divine. All of these
ideas could either be misunderstood or not understood at all, but they’re all-important.
And what the Church focuses on today in today’s solemn feast is that the eternal is of
its nature triune. And this fact may strike many as irrelevant, but the point of this is that
when God reveals himself to us, he is really sharing with us the way God knows
God. The Word of God is God’s own knowledge of God. And this he gives us, and this
has been incarnate in the person of Jesus. And he makes himself our brother. We don’t
make ourselves his brother or sister; he makes himself our brother, his equal so to speak,
in the new creation that begins in him, that begins in us in the sacrament of Baptism. So
although we are creatures of God and therefore limited to some degree, nonetheless, the
knowledge of God that God will give us will be God’s own knowledge. And moreover,
the love that God shares with us is really God’s love for God, and therefore, in
principle, infinite, unbounded, unlimited—that’s the love God has for us; that’s the love
God invites us into.
Now we do have limitations there as well, but we should not concentrate on our
limitations, but rather on our abilities and our capacities, which are all of God’s making.
We also need to recognize that many of our limitations are of our own making because
we aren’t willing enough to surrender to God or we’re too afraid, or we’re too
reserved, or we’re too doubtful to really trust totally in this offer. We’ve been taught
as children if something seems too good to be true, it isn’t—but in this case it is!
In regard to this, St. Paul is talking about the role of affliction, because if we are
really going to enter into God’s life and God’s life is going to enter into us, something
has to stretch; and it won’t be God because God is already infinite. And so Paul says,
“We boast of our afflictions,” because afflictions produce something. The first thing he
says is endurance. We have to learn endurance; we have to acquire endurance—we’re
not born with endurance.
Now ordinarily people don’t think this way about God, of course, nor did the early
Christians in Rome. And that’s why St. Paul wrote this letter. They had, as most people
have, the idea of God as the one who has complete control of everything; God as the one

Receive and Live in Divine Life

who has complete victory over everything; God as the one who has power over
everything. But this is really not the God who reveals himself to us either in the history
of Israel or in the person of Jesus himself. Of course, with God there’s victory—true,
and glory as well, but this only comes through the cross because the true almighty
power of God is the power of love and nothing less. And the cross is about love, and
this is what endurance is about. It’s about the power to bear with life, bear with others.
It’s the power to wait patiently.
And Jesus himself does not exempt his followers from the kind of affliction that he
had or he would exempt us as well of the endurance! What Jesus knew and what we
should know is that suffering is a necessary byproduct of the stretching of the human
fiber to receive divine life and to live divine life. And this is what St. Paul is getting at.
He is talking about a process that doesn’t happen all of a sudden. It’s a process by which
God pries us away from all of our ordinary ways and our ordinary habits and shows us a
new way of being, which is both wonderful and often painful, and surely always beyond
our own ways of thinking and prejudices, beyond our compulsions, beyond who and what
we think we are.
A perfect example comes with the departure of Sister Patty, and this is always a
painful thing for a minister of the Church. We will miss her, but she will suffer more
because she is going to lose everybody or most of the people she has been living with and
working with for the last three years. It will be a stretch, but she willingly does this
because her real commitment is to God, the God who is eternal, the God who requires
us to stretch in order to endure because that endurance proves our character. And St. Paul
says, “Proven character yields hope, and hope does not disappoint because the love of
God has been poured out into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that he has given to us.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The Holy Spirit—The Power within the Church Tenth Week in Ordinary Time
Monday, June 11, 2001
7:00 a.m.
Acts 11:21-26; 13:1-3;
Mt 5:1-12
(St. Barnabas)

Today we celebrate the feast of St. Barnabas, who was one of the apostles, although
not one of the twelve apostles close to Jesus. Perhaps he never actually knew Jesus, but
he was one of the apostles in the Pauline sense of a missionary; that’s the original
meaning of the word anyway—“apostolos,” one sent.
Now as we read about St. Paul and the early Church, both in his own writings and in
the Acts of the Apostles, we read about men who are equipped with absolutely nothing
except the Holy Spirit. Now for some reason I’ve often heard people more or less
romanticize the early Church, as if people must have been filled with some extraordinary
grace or power, as it were, that is unavailable to us. I think this is basically unsound.
The very same Holy Spirit who guided Barnabas and St. Paul also guides us today and
fills us today. If it doesn’t seem so, what’s the reason for that?
I think there is a reason. And the reason is this: in the day of St. Barnabas and St. Paul
there were no churches; there were no structures; there was no art; there was no literature
except the Hebrew Bible. Even the gospels had not yet been written at this time, the time
of St. Barnabas. And these things which we have, which are all blessings—we can
acknowledge them as blessings—nonetheless, they are something we can become overdependent upon, especially insofar as they are visible or tangible. And through these
tangible, visible, aids to faith we actually can avoid the source of faith, which is the Holy
Spirit.
Jesus told his disciples to go out without a traveling bag, change of shirt, silver or
copper or gold—not because there’s anything wrong with money or clothes, but they are
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a distraction; and they are a distraction not only from the standpoint of the one who goes
out, but on other people’s part as well. And they become the target of brigands and
robbers that might waylay the missionary. According to Jesus there’s an urgency about
this message: it has to get out; don’t do anything that would cause any delay; don’t make
yourself a target; don’t hold yourself back; don’t tarry needlessly anywhere; get going!
But we don’t! We tarry. We allow minor, petty disturbances and problems to occupy our
time. We become self-absorbed. Even in our prayer life we fill it up with words. And
the most important thing of all we forget, which is the indwelling of the Holy Spirit,
which is the only force that gave the Church the power of life in the first place! It’s the
only source of wisdom, knowledge, understanding, true piety, or any other gift worth
having. So as we meditate today on Barnabas and Paul, perhaps we need to meditate also
on the simplicity that allowed them to really be opened to the Holy Spirit.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Let Your Light Shine Tenth Week in Ordinary Time
7:00 a.m.
2 Cor 1:18-22;
Mt 5:13-16

Tuesday, June 12, 2001

“You are the light of the world.”
Jesus did not spend his time belittling people or pointing out all their terrible faults,
which of course they had; but rather he stressed the very true, positive character that he
saw in the people around him. And yet at times he was somehow sorry that the children
of the light acted with such small plans, and even acted foolishly; but he recognized the
light. “You are the light of the world.” And it is important that we recognize the light
within ourselves and let that light shine. “A city set on a mountaintop cannot be hidden.”
There is a sense in which Jesus himself noted that the children of this world were
more active and engaged in doing their thing than the children of the light were active
and engaged in doing their thing. The question was never whether his listeners were
fundamentally good. That Jesus did not doubt. What he is encouraging here is that they
bring that goodness into action. “Your light must shine before others so that they may
see goodness in your acts and praise your heavenly Father.”

Let Your Light Shine

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Our Thoughts Breed Actions
Tenth Week in Ordinary Time
Thursday,
June 14, 2001
7:00 a.m.
2 Cor 3:15—4:1, 3-6;
Mt 5:20-26

“What I say to you is: everyone who grows angry with his brother shall be liable to
judgment; any man who uses abusive language toward his brother shall be answerable to
the Sanhedrin, and if he holds him in contempt he risks the fires of Gehenna.”
Jesus grew up in an ethic which was basically a matter of law; and law has to do with
actions, which are observable in the world. Jesus realized that an ethic or a morality that
is merely a matter of law is ineffective in leading people in the way that is pleasing to
God. The reason is, of course, that evil actions don’t come out of a vacuum; evil actions
come out of a mind that has been harboring evil thoughts and nurturing negative
emotions, negative feelings.
Now sometimes people can have thoughts that they can’t control; in the Bible those
are called “demons,” but Jesus can deliver from demons. But ordinarily we do control
our thoughts. We control the way we regard others in our own minds. And when we
think badly of them and think badly of their motives and so on, we are nurturing
something that will lead to no good. So Jesus says, “Everyone who is angry with his
brother shall be liable to judgment.” There is another text: it says, “Everyone who is
angry with his brother is guilty of murder.” You see how if we have angry thoughts and
we nurture this in our minds, they can lead to violence since angry thoughts lead to angry
feelings, and angry feelings are a motivation for violence?
Now Jesus often talks about anger. He is not talking about a quick temper. He is
talking about the smoldering type of resentment that is quite deliberate that follows a
whole pattern of thinking, where it is oneself that is always being cheated, oneself that is
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always the victim. And that pattern of thinking is what he is trying to get at. He also
mentions in another text, which you are familiar with: “If a man looks with lust upon a
woman, he commits adultery”—a similar idea. Adultery doesn’t come out of a vacuum;
it is the product of a way of looking at people, an inward impurity, turning people into an
object for oneself within one’s own mind and thoughts; and then, you might say, human
chemistry does the rest. But human chemistry wouldn’t do anything, if it weren’t for the
thoughts in the first place!
Now Pope Gregory the Great, in reflecting on this sort of way of looking at life, ended
up with seven basic, what he called “capital sins.” His idea was that there are seven
different ways in which we look at life, which in themselves are not actions but they’re
attitudes that lead to false, evil, destructive behavior. Besides anger and lust, which are
mentioned often in the New Testament, he added pride, envy, greed, gluttony and sloth. I
myself would add an eighth: disbelief, mentioned in the first reading. “Their unbelieving
minds have been blinded by the god of the present age.” But why—why are they
blinded? They’re blinded because they are disbelieving. Again, it’s an attitude of life
about what I will accept, about what I won’t accept. So these are ways in which Jesus
said, “Now look at this. Be careful. What you really are, your true self, is what you are
inside when no one else is looking.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Earthen Vessels
Tenth Week in Ordinary Time
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7:30 p.m.
Healing Mass
2 Cor 4:7-15;
Mt 5:27-32

June 15, 2001

“The treasure we possess in earthen vessels to make it clear that its surpassing power
comes from God and not from us.”
Sometimes the message that’s found in Scripture is not so much in the words as in the
pictures or the images that the words conjure up in our imagination. Here St. Paul is
talking about earthen vessels; another word for that is “pottery.” Now of course the
whole image of pottery is very significant as a description of us because in the Book of
Genesis God is pictured as coming down to the earth and fashioning man out of the clay.
Well, of course pottery is also made from clay.
So we are earthen vessels in the sense of Genesis, and we’re earthen vessels in this
reading from St. Paul; and of course the allusions are important because earthen vessels
leak, as any of you who have tried making pottery already know. Earthen vessels leak
their valuable contents, if the contents are liquid. And this is another allusion to the story
that Jesus talked about, the wineskins that burst with new wine. So we are
simultaneously earthen vessels and wineskins leaking this new wine that is the wine of
the kingdom of God. And this explains why our lives look like the Dow-Jones Average:
up and down, up and down, up and down, up and down, up and down, because we are
touched by God’s grace and then it leaks away; we are touched again and it leaks away
again. And this is the way we experience life. It’s not simply always going up the
mountain, and it’s not a plateau. It’s a series of ups and downs. The point, of course, of
all the spiritual authors is that in the ups and downs there is much to be learned, that life
is not meant to be a plateau; life is not meant to be static. It is meant to be a matter of ups
and downs. But on the other hand, we are not really meant to leak this precious new wine
of the kingdom.
Well, of course if you know anything about pottery, you know that you can stop
pottery from leaking; and that takes glazing and heat. You don’t glaze pottery without
heat! And it’s in heat that we find a new form of solidity. Not only is glazed pottery not
porous, it’s stronger! And the heat in our lives is our suffering. There is nothing that
exists on this earth that does not have purpose, although that doesn’t mean that we will
actually know what the purpose is; it does not mean that we’ll use it rightly. And it
doesn’t mean that it can’t be rendered useless by our wrong way of thinking about it.
And yes, it’s a matter of thinking.
That was the gospel message. Jesus says, “The law says ‘Do not commit adultery.’ I
say if you just think about a woman lustfully, you have already committed adultery.”
That’s, incidentally, why Jesus can say such bizarre things as he does here. “If your hand
is the source of your trouble, cut it off! If your eye is the source of your trouble, pluck it
out!” He can say those things because he knows that never is your hand really the source
of your trouble. Never is your eye the source of your trouble. What is the source of your
trouble? The way you think! And it’s the way you think that actually shapes your
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feelings. And feelings are so important in regard to how we live. Feelings are powerful
motivations. Where do they come from? Well, they’re part of our nature. What shape
do they take? They take the shape of our thoughts. Now feelings work faster than
thoughts, and we’re not responsible for them in the same way. But Jesus doesn’t say has
already committed adultery with her in his feelings; he says, “in his thoughts,” because
we do have the power to control our thoughts, unless our thoughts are demons.
An uncontrollable thought is a demon. But even demons are subject to the power of
Jesus. So even uncontrollable thoughts cannot control us in Christ. The power of Christ
can deliver us from them. That’s why we are responsible for the way we think about
ourselves, about our lives, about our problems, about the people around us—especially if
they’re making us sick. We have to find a new way of thinking about them because we
do determine what we think. And if we can’t determine what we think, then we need
deliverance. That is not beyond the power of God. Nothing is beyond the power of God!
And we see this, example after example in the gospels. Jesus is constantly healing those
who come to him. He never turns anyone away, and that’s so we know very clearly that
nothing can overcome the power of God!
But ultimately, as St. Paul discovers in his own life of prayer and reflection, the real
power of God, the almighty power of God, is the power of love, the power to endure all
things. And that’s why the power of God is exemplified in the cross. It is in the cross
that Jesus really unleashes the almighty power of God. In the power of the cross much
more is happening than in the healing of the man born blind. Much more is happening
than in delivering the Gerasene demoniac of a legion of demons. And mind you, in the
case of the Gerasene demoniac, what was this demoniac doing? He was gashing himself.
He was beating himself up. He hated himself! That’s what demons will do to us: they’ll
make us beat ourselves up! They’ll make us hate ourselves. They’ll make us completely
undesirable to ourselves. And from that we need the deliverance of God. But greater
than that is the power of the cross, because on the cross Jesus bore with all of the
deliberate evil that has ever existed in the world, all the malice of thought and deed, all
the pride, all the greed, all the lust, all the anger, all the resentment, all the envy, all the
sloth, the total indifference to God’s love! All of this Jesus bore within his own body—
also an earthen vessel, mind you—but not only in his body, in his soul and in his human
spirit. And this love is what really heals the world—or can! It can heal the world!
But healing and forgiveness are not one-way streets; they’re two-way streets. The
love of God is unconditional, but that doesn’t mean the love of God will actually flow
through us. Jesus taught this himself; he taught this in “The Lord’s Prayer.” “Forgive us
our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.” When it comes to
forgiveness there has to be a circuit, a cycle, a connection, as I have often used the
example of electric light. If you have a light burning, you know that there’s a complete
circuit from a source back to that source. A short-circuit is any interruption either to or
from the light. So electricity doesn’t simply go to a bulb and stop there. It goes to a bulb
and returns to its source—that’s an electric circuit. Well, the love of God is like that. It’s
always unconditional, but it doesn’t mean it’s actually going to flow through us because
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we can short-circuit it. We can start stopping its power to touch us, to move us, to heal
us.
And so can other people around us because we are, as Aristotle noted, social animals.
We live in community; we live in families. People around us can make us sick just as
much as germs can make us sick, just as much as viruses can make us sick. So we have
to be very well aware that we are living in a hostile world, and we need the power of the
cross. And we need the power of divine deliverance. And we need the power of divine
healing for ourselves, but not only for ourselves because we cannot live in this world just
all hunky-dory while the world around us continues to suffer. God is not simply calling
us to be healed; he is calling us to heal! He is not simply calling us to hear the good
news; he’s calling us to proclaim the good news! He is not simply calling us to receive
his love; he is calling us to share his love!
And you may feel like the absolutely least capable person in the world to do this; but
when St. Paul wrote this, that’s the way he felt too! He was thinking of himself like a
broken piece of pottery; and he says, “We are afflicted in every way possible, but we are
not crushed; full of doubts.” Of course, we have doubts! The world is full of wonder and
mystery and questions. None of us—not even Jesus in his human nature understood
everything, not anyway during his life on earth. So we’re full of doubts; of course we
are! “We never despair.” Despair means giving up. Doubting is natural. Couldn’t God
have made a different kind of world? Of course he could have. But the world he made is
a world in which we are free to respond, to accept his love or not, to cooperate with God
in making a better world, to cooperate with God in welcoming the kingdom of God. And
any world which God would make that would be free would have problems, because for
freedom to mean anything, everything can’t already be fixed; everything can’t be set, and
it can’t be perfect. But it can be perfectible. And that’s the world we have now. And so
in that way it’s perfect insofar as it’s perfectible.
Now we don’t like the word “perfect”—I know that. We have a goofy idea of what it
means. We should get rid of it. There was an author once who said of a young lady who
was very beautiful—it was Truman Capote—he said of a young lady who was very
beautiful, “The only thing wrong with her is she’s perfect. Other than that she’s perfect!”
Well, the only thing wrong with our world is it’s imperfect. Other than that it’s perfect!
And that includes us; we are the world.
But it’s very important that we do not despise our own brokenness, nor despise the
brokenness of others. And brokenness comes in many different varieties. Some
brokenness originates very early in life in a family where there’s really no true desire for
life. And children, who are tremendous barometers, can tell immediately when they’re
not wanted. That’s the origin of much suffering. But there are many other forms of
suffering: economic hardships, physical mishaps, and the work of randomness itself.
Why does a particular cell start to divide in an inordinate way? There’s no answer to
that; it’s a random event. We call it “cancer.” There is no reason for it; it’s random. So
there are many reasons why we have illnesses and sicknesses. There are disorders in our
brains. There are disorders in every organ. And we do suffer, but we must never despise
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our suffering nor despise those who suffer because they are carrying in their earthen,
broken vessels a treasure. That’s something that Mother Teresa saw so beautifully in
Calcutta, broken bodies, pitiful bodies of pathetic people, but she saw the treasure in the
vessel. She was a woman who had the eyes of God to see the sacramental mystery that
we carry around in ourselves. We have to have those eyes too!
“We are persecuted”—probably by your own families—“but never destroyed.” Your
family cannot destroy you. You are something greater than they. You are a child of God,
and in God you cannot be destroyed.
“Continually we carry about in our bodies the dying of Jesus.” Now there have been
saints who actually have welcomed this; that doesn’t mean everyone’s called to that. I’ve
always thought that they are welcome to that particular ministry or service in the body.
But ordinarily Jesus heals the sick. But even then we carry about in our bodies the dying
of Jesus because, sick or well, we are also dying. However young we are and however
healthy, we are dying every day. “So that in our bodies the life of Jesus also may be
revealed.” It is not desirable that Christians be the sleekest, the smartest, the richest, and
the best, because then it won’t be so obvious that the power within us is the surpassing
power that comes from God and not from us.
“While we live we are constantly being delivered to death for Jesus’ sake.” And even
as we pray for healing for ourselves and for others, we have to also keep in mind that we
are constantly being delivered to death. And that is part of our human condition that
cannot change because to change that would be to nullify the cross itself. It would be to
nullify God’s plans. “So that the life of Jesus may be revealed in our mortal flesh.”—
weak and broken as it is! So we come tonight to celebrate the mystery of God in us, the
treasure in broken vessels; and we need to do that—to treasure the treasure!
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“What I say to you is: anyone who looks lustfully at a woman has already committed
adultery with her in his thoughts.”
Continuing yesterday’s reading, St. Matthew is talking about Jesus’ teaching
concerning the interior life, the life of our thoughts. And the point, as I mentioned
yesterday, is that no evil action ever occurs in the world without it having been first
conceived in thought. The thought is the egg of action; thought is the origin of behavior.
And, therefore, if we are to be surpassing the scribes and the Pharisees in holiness, we
have to be holy in thought and not merely in legal observance. This is a thoroughgoing
kind of program Jesus is recommending. And there are times, as I mentioned yesterday,
when we have uncontrollable thoughts—actually that’s the idea of a demon, an
uncontrollable thought, a thought that runs our minds, that dominates our minds, that
obsesses our minds, or even possesses our minds—and Jesus can deliver us from that.
When we are free, then we are totally responsible for how we deal with life; and it
begins with how we think, and how we feel follows how we think. For example, we will
not remain angry with a person for very long unless we nurture thoughts about how
unjust they are or how mean or how malevolent or malicious or whatever. Those
thoughts are what feed our emotions; then our emotions are motivations for actions. And
we see how violence then erupts in our lives—how disorder erupts in our lives. It all
starts with how we think.
So Jesus here is trying to give us an idea of a morality that is far greater than the
morality he grew up with himself, a morality that deals with life from God’s point of
view in our own thinking process. If you recall in the book of Genesis the original sin,
the fall, was the decision of Adam and Eve not to look at life through God’s eyes, not to
receive God’s instructions, but to decide everything on their own, knowing good and evil
and therefore being equal to God. But if we are not equal to God and if we really do not
know good and evil, then we have to be taught.
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Today we heard the familiar story of the multiplication of the loaves. The evangelist
does not tell us how Jesus went about this; but he makes it clear that Jesus did not
fabricate food from thin air, nor did he turn stones into bread. You will recall the
temptation the devil gave to Jesus at the beginning of his ministry: “If you are the Son of
God, turn these stones into bread.” But Jesus resisted that temptation—for a very good
reason: It is not God’s way to bring help and healing into our world by bypassing
human effort and contributions. To turn stones into bread would totally bypass the
necessary human contribution of growing and making food. The world surely has its
troubles, and Jesus is the presence of God bringing about a new condition; but, as Jesus
tells his disciples, you must also be willing to give something yourselves. This is
because we, as human beings, are truly the image and likeness of God. And, of all
creation, only the human race can: can will, can wish, can do!

The second point is that the disciples betrayed an attitude of scarcity. They said,
“We only have five loaves and two fish.” And this often reflects our own mentality: “I
have no time; I have no money; I have so little talent, so little intelligence.” And in one
sense, we’re right. As individuals, we’re sorely lacking. But it is our tragic mistake to
maintain this exaggerated sense of self-dependence. The point of this particular sign is
that when we contribute what little we do have, what little bread, what little fish,
what little time, what little talent, what little anything, and when we give that to
God, it becomes abundance. The contribution itself is an indication that we see
ourselves, however, not as individuals, but as members of a much larger community, a
larger reality. Indeed, Jesus is gathering that very community into groups in this very
story. And when we in our poverty are willing to contribute whatever we have, or
some of it, there is abundance for everyone, and this is the work of God.

The third point is that Luke, the evangelist, wants us to see this as a reference to the
Eucharist. They gather twelve baskets full of scraps. Well, of course, you don’t gather
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scraps of bread at a picnic—you feed them to the birds. The gathering of scraps is an
indication of reverence, and it is the Eucharistic bread that we reverence, as it is a sign of
the Body of Christ. The reason why the evangelist makes this so clear is that Jesus
continues in our Eucharist to do this very thing he did in this story—he gathers us
together as community--he breaks down walls of separation that isolate us in our
individualism and therefore also in our neediness and in our self-induced poverty. He
gathers us together so that we can support each other. And God creates an abundance
from what we offer him—our meager supplies. They become a blessing for all of us.

Yet, many people still don’t get the message. They come to church not to gather
together but to remain separated, not to give of themselves, but merely to get something.
And that comes in many forms: “The Church is rich; they don’t need my money.” That’s
one form. “I have no time to give; my life is so busy.” Some do not even want to offer a
full hour for the Eucharist, but leave after communion. We can think wrongly that
everyone else has more talent or more time or more ability or more anything than I do.
And this of course may be true, but it is completely irrelevant. The Eucharist is a time
when we bring whatever it is that we are and we give that to God, and we believe that
God will bless it, and we believe that it will be consecrated to his use. And, if we do not
give of ourselves, we simply deprive ourselves of the abundance that God wants to share
with us, and then we might wonder why our lives never get any better.
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In the first reading we can see that St. Paul is pleading with his audience. He
describes himself and his associates as “fellow workers.” Clearly, St. Paul felt that every
single person who received the gospel of Christ was called to become a worker in the
vineyard of the Lord. For St. Paul there could be no distinction between active and
passive Christians. In his mind there was no such thing as a “passive Christian.” That
would not be possible. To be a believer meant to be actively engaged in the work of the
kingdom, and he described himself and his own close associates like Barnabas as “fellow
workers.”
Then he goes on to say, “We beg you not to receive the grace of God in vain.” What
does he mean by that? Well, the grace of God is itself for something else. We are graced
by God so that we can be outfitted for God’s work. If having been called and graced we
produce no fruit, then we have received the grace in vain—that’s his meaning. St.
Augustine goes on to reflect on this when he talks about “fruitful reception of the
sacraments.” Augustine says that it’s not enough to really receive a valid sacrament; we
have to receive it fruitfully! And we might consider for a while what that might mean.

Active Christians

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Becoming Like God in Our Attitudes
Eleventh Week in Ordinary Time Tuesday,
June 19, 2001 7:00 a.m.
2 Cor 8:1-9;
Mt 5:43-48
(St. Romuald)

“You must be perfected as your heavenly Father is perfect.”
This is the undiluted gospel of Jesus Christ, and it is a gospel that we have never really
lived perfectly; in fact, we have the view we cannot be perfect. There is a little story
about Truman Capote, who said of a beautiful young woman: “The only thing wrong
with her is she’s perfect; other than that, she’s perfect.” We don’t even see perfection as
desirable—if the truth were told. We think that we are just such and such, a certain kind
of being, and that’s the way we are, and that is the way we always shall be.
But what the gospel is trying to tell us is that what we are now is not what we shall be.
Jesus is opening for us a dynamic reality of God gradually—it is gradual—but gradually
transforming our natures. The ultimate goal is to be perfect as God is perfect. The goal
is to be like God. For this reason Jesus is the only true model, in that sense, for everyone!
Now some people take, for example, the saints: Mary and others as models—which is all
right, except you have to realize then you are talking about a model of a model. The
model is Christ—God incarnate. The reason for God becoming incarnate, as St. Thomas
Aquinas tells us, is so that as God became human we can become divine. That is the
general thrust of all the teachings of the Fathers of the Church. We must become divine;
we become perfect; we become like God.
And Jesus now is kind of showing us the areas which we could look at. Well, if we
were like God, how would we be different from the way we are? Well, God loves
unconditionally. Now he is not talking about forgiveness. He is not talking about living
in communion. He is just saying that God’s attitude toward everybody is unconditional.

Becoming Like God in Our Attitudes

The benefits and blessings he gives go to everybody. He doesn’t pick out certain people
and say, “Well, I am going to bless this person, but I’m not going to bless that person.”
That’s not the way God works! The sun shines on everybody whether they’re good or
evil. And the sun is either a blessing—if it’s a nice warm sun, it’s a blessing for
everybody; or if it’s a real hot sun, then it’s not so much a blessing. But it’s equally
shared by everyone regardless of their own attitude toward God. Regardless of what they
are doing with their lives, the sun is the same sun; the rain is the same rain; the air is the
same air. God doesn’t pick and choose whom he blesses.
Now this is not talking about a relationship. When it comes to relationships, of course
they’re conditioned on our response. It’s just talking about God’s actual attitude. Now
we cannot have a relationship of affection and love with our enemies—that’s true—if
they don’t allow us to, if they don’t accept our attitude. But we can have an attitude
toward them that antedates, that precedes, their acceptance of it. That’s what he means
by “loving your enemies, praying for your persecutors.” It doesn’t mean you actually be
in good relationship with them. Of course you can’t if they’re going to be hateful, but
that doesn’t mean that you have to be hateful! And this is the point: if you are going to
be like God, you can’t allow other people’s attitude toward you to determine how you
behave toward them—then you are allowing them to control you. And God doesn’t
allow others to control him because God is free. And we are created to be images of
God, therefore also free. And when we allow others to control us we are not free. We
are acting like slaves. We are allowing ourselves to be sold into bondage. But it was to
free us from bondage that Christ came. Each of us in our own personal experience has to
see how this works.
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There are three words that are repeated over and over again in today’s gospel reading:
the words “repay” or “recompense”—the same word, the word “hypocrite,” and the word
“hidden” or “secret.” These are three very important concepts in authentic spirituality.
First of all, the idea of recompense: we must realize that it is very clear in Scripture,
both Old and New Testaments, that God rewards, repays, gives back to people, for their
goodness. And not only does he repay them tit for tat, but God is far more generous than
human beings are capable of being; so that looking for rewards is really very authentic
spirituality. And this is tied into the very important issue of doing good works—also a
very important biblical theology, although denied by certain Christians, or seemingly
denied anyway by certain Christians.
Secondly, the idea of hypocrite is simply another word for “actor.” It is the word in
the Greek language. So when Jesus talks about “hypocrites looking for applause,” it
means simply actors getting a rise out of the audience. And we know that actors love to
be applauded—all performers do. And there’s really nothing wrong in it. But Jesus’
point is if you are working for applause, that’s your recompense. You can’t have your
cake and eat it. You want recompense? Fine—which kind do you want? Do you want
God to repay you or do you want others to repay you? You can’t have both. If you
choose to live in such a way as to be applauded by people, admired by people, liked by
people, praised by people—that’s your choice—but don’t think God is going to reward
the same thing. He won’t. You’ve had your cake. If you really want God to pay you
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back for your goodness, then make sure no one else knows about it. And that’s where the
third point comes in.
There was, of course, the famous novel by Robert Louis Stevenson, Dr Jekyll and Mr.
Hyde. It’s the story about how people are really two different people an outward person
and an inward person. And the outward person, in this case Dr. Jekyll, is sometimes very
attractive, respectable, and so on; but the inner person can be quite something else again.
Even the word “Mr. Hyde,” of course, is simply a different spelling for the word
“hidden.” And Jesus’ point is that what we are in the sight of God is the hidden part. Mr.
Hyde is the real person.
Well, what are we like inside hidden away from other people’s gaze? If in that hidden
place we are really praising God and from that hidden place giving alms, not to be
thanked, not to be noticed, not to be well thought of, but so God and God alone will
know, that’s what’s pleasing to God. If in that inner place, in a secret place behind closed
doors, we praise God, we pray, we spend our time in prayer, that is pleasing to God.
Public prayer is fine; the Church promotes it, but it’s not enough really. In fact, public
prayer probably doesn’t have a whole lot of meaning unless we’re spending time behind
that closed door connecting in solitude, in peace, in silence, with God. “Don’t let your
right hand know what the left is doing,” of course, is part of all this because when the
right hand knows what the left is doing, we become our own audience, we applaud
ourselves, and develop a certain sort of vanity, which Jesus describes sometimes as the
leaven. So in all these things there is simply the idea that we need to be authentic people
inside: not looking for support in other people, but in God; not looking for rewards in
other people, but in God; not doing things for any other reason than to please God.
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As Kelly already pointed out to you, today we celebrate the birth of John the Baptist.
This was a very early feast in the Church, both in the East and the West; and as St.
Augustine mentions, it is associated with the summer solstice. St. Augustine says that we
celebrate the birth of John the Baptist in the summer at the time of the solstice, and we
celebrate the birth of Jesus in the winter, at the winter solstice. And he says this for a
very good reason because with the coming of the summer solstice, the light of the days
gets slightly less and less each day; whereas with the coming of the winter solstice, the
light of the day grows each day. With the coming of the Christ, the light is increasing in
the world, and with the coming of John the Baptist it’s decreasing.
Well, that may sound like a put-down—well, it is! Augustine and many of the Fathers
of the Church had a rather ambivalent attitude towards St. John the Baptist. On the one
hand, as the prayers and hymns of our Mass today mentioned, he was the forerunner of
Christ—the first prophet of the new covenant. That is true, but he also was something a
little different—he was almost a competitor to Jesus, at least from the viewpoint of their
followers. John and Jesus were cousins; they knew one another, but John the Baptist was
never Jesus’ disciple—as far as we know. Nor, incidentally, was Jesus ever John the
Baptist’s disciple, which some have suggested, but there is no evidence of that.
But there was a certain kind of competition, and it came from a different way of
looking at God. When it comes to a prophet what is the big issue? What is the message,
and from whom does the message come? Well, if you just say that it comes from God,
well, that’s nice, but not nice enough because every prophet has a very specific vision of
who is speaking; and John the Baptist was no exception on that score. And the God that
John the Baptist felt he knew was a God who was just, and vindicating, and perhaps even
harsh, or even punitive. And we could be excused if we would respond to that type of
image—the type of image John the Baptist preached with a certain amount of fear of
God. But as, no doubt, you’ve already heard, Jesus said, “Fear is useless.” It is not a
valid way to relate to God—not the way Jesus knows God!
“Fear is useless,” Jesus said, “what is needed is trust.” It is a different way of
teaching. It’s no longer a matter of simply “cleaning up your act”—to use the modern
vernacular. It’s much more, from Jesus’ viewpoint. It’s a matter of taking on the nature
of God, which, of course, would not have been possible for John the Baptist. But Jesus is
the Incarnate Word of God and, as St. Thomas Aquinas points out, he becomes
incarnate—he takes on our human nature—so that we can take on his divine nature. This
goes far beyond “straightening ourselves out” or “cleaning up our act,” as some say. This
is the “transformation” of the human nature. Jesus believed, as did John, that God is just;
and he believed that God will vindicate the victims of injustice—they shared those
beliefs. But Jesus also believed that God has a profound compassion, even for the
wicked, and was willing to suffer—in his Son—in order to bring about the conversion of
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sinners: the change of heart, the change of mind, that alone can change the world and the
nature of life as we know it. So it’s very different from preaching the “fear of the wrath
to come.” And of course, many present-day Christians still don’t have the picture of
Jesus—they have more the picture of John the Baptist. And that was true in the days of
Augustine as well. And that’s why he wanted to emphasize that John the Baptist is not
the light; in fact, with him the light diminishes. Only with Jesus does the light increase!
Now John the Baptist was, of course, a zealous, charismatic, powerful and even, I
would say, popular preacher. And he died out of fidelity to his mission. So he is a saint.
He is a saint—he is not the Son of God. His death brought nothing new into the world,
except perhaps new frustration for his followers. He did awaken people from their
spiritual slumbers, and he tried to get them excited about the possibilities that God had
placed in the world. And in this way he served God and fulfilled his mission. And he
deserves our honor and our veneration.
But he did not bring salvation to the earth—to the world. He could not. He was not
the savior. Our salvation is from Christ. In the teachings of Jesus, salvation is a process:
we cannot seize it in one moment, no matter how enthusiastic we are. Salvation is a
process of learning patience and obedience to God’s ways. This includes learning
how to love with no strings attached. This includes learning how to suffer—in a
redemptive way—in a healthy way. In fact, the Letter to the Hebrews says of Jesus, “Son
though he was, Jesus learned obedience through what he suffered.” This must be true of
a disciple as well. Therefore a disciple of Jesus is not someone with all the answers, but
rather someone who isn’t afraid to seek the truth that comes from God and to share
whatever God teaches. That’s a disciple!
John prepared the way of the Lord, but wasn’t sure of the real thing when he saw it.
Toward the end of John the Baptist’s life he sent emissaries to Jesus, and they had a
question: “Are you the one who is to come into the world, or shall we look for another?”
A blunt question and one that Jesus refused to answer. If you notice in the Scriptures,
Jesus never prefers blunt answers. What he said to those emissaries was, “You go tell
John what you see: the blind see and the lame walk.” And implied in that statement is
another one: “Figure it out yourselves!”
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This morning’s teaching about the narrow gate is a follow-through from yesterday’s
teaching about the beam in the eye. You will recall Jesus said, “How can you take the
speck from your bother’s eye when you have a beam in your own?” This teaching is
meant to say that our work is self-improvement, not correcting other people but
improving ourselves.

Now he says, “Enter through the narrow gate.” He says, “Wide is the road and clear
the path that leads to damnation, and many choose to follow it. But how narrow and
rough is the road that leads to life, and how few follow that!”

Okay, this is an observation. It’s not a judgment exactly. It’s an observation about
life. Many people in life don’t care about the beam in their eye. They don’t care about
improving themselves; in fact, they don’t care about themselves at all. They don’t even
think about themselves objectively at all. They are simply following, you might say,
their instincts and their appetites and their desires, and they see the world out there and
they want whatever they want, and they go after it. And this is, of course, a way to lose
oneself; and it’s easy to do—that’s the point. It’s very easy to lose yourself in this world.

What’s not so easy is to find yourself or even to look for yourself. It’s a narrow gate
to really live a worthwhile life. It’s not simple in that way. It requires that you focus. It
requires you make decisions that are based on what we would call “principle.” And it
requires that we endure. That’s why he says, “how rough the road.” It’s not easy to live
a purposeful life. Once you set out on a purpose you have to keep to it. Whether that
purpose is rearing a family or whatever it is, it’s not easy to do it right. And the trouble
with a lot of people is they just give up when things get tough. And Jesus’ point is when
you give up when things get tough, you lose. Life requires this sort of focus and this sort
of endurance, otherwise it isn’t worthwhile.

Focus on Self-Improvement

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
With Authority, Not Like Scribes
Twelfth Week in Ordinary Time Thursday,
June 28, 2001 7:00 a.m.
2 Tm 2:22-26; Mt 7:21-29 (St. Irenaeus, Vigil of Sts.
Peter and Paul)

“The reason was that he taught with authority and not like their scribes.”

The scribes, of course, were learned men; but they never spoke from anything they
really knew in themselves. They simply repeated what they had learned. That’s what a
scribe does. A scribe copies. Now of course, literally, in the ancient times they copied
with ink on parchment. But there’s also a way in which people—priests, teachers—can
be scribes, meaning they simply repeat what they heard before. They don’t really share
any truth they’ve discovered.

That was not Jesus’ way. Jesus spoke from the truth that he knew. And he spoke a
truth that was not exactly easy to take. If you recall, recently we heard his remark about
the narrow gate. He said, “Try to enter by the narrow gate. Many try and fail, for wide is
the road and easy the path that leads to damnation. But narrow is the road and rough the
path that leads to life, and few there are who choose to follow it.” So Jesus is not really
looking for popularity in any of these teachings. He is telling people the truth. Few
people actually choose to find life. Most people prefer, voluntarily, just to do the easy
thing in life, to follow the path of least resistance—that’s what most people do. And
Jesus says, Well, that’s the way to lose everything.

Today he is continuing that line of thought. He is talking about people who are
overtly religious. “Lord, Lord”—they always use the word. He says that’s not the way
to get into the kingdom of heaven. The kingdom of heaven is a new relationship with
God. You don’t come into the relation with God with words, including the words of the
Bible. You can memorize the whole thing—it means nothing; they’re just words. “None
of those who cry out, ‘Lord, Lord’ will enter the kingdom, but only the one who does the
will of my Father in heaven.” Then he talks about how some people will claim to have
prophesied in his name and worked miracles in his name, and this, of course, is all very
true.

With Authority, Not Like Scribes

Again, an observation we have to keep in mind: the fact that people work miracles
means nothing. If they work miracles in the name of Jesus, it’s through the power of
Jesus that miracles are worked. It means nothing about the person who speaks the name.
They could be far from God. The same goes for prophecy. Prophecy and miracles do not
make a person a saint, but in the popular mentality that is exactly a sign of sainthood.
Why? Because they’ve never bothered to read what Jesus taught. That has nothing to do
with sainthood. Sainthood has to do with “doing the will of my Father in heaven.” It’s
different.

Now if we really understood this, we would realize that to follow Christ we really
have to be seeking the way and not indulging in our own way. That’s what the first
reading was about from the letter to Timothy read appropriately on this feast of St.
Irenaeus. “Don’t indulge in disputes.” Where do disputes come from? They don’t come
from following the way, seeking the narrow path that leads to life. That’s not where
disputes come from. Disputes come from people wanting their own way. As St. Paul
says, or the author says, “As you know they only breed quarrels.” That’s what disputes
do; they breed quarrels. Quarrels come from ourselves, our self-will, not “doing the will
of my Father in heaven.” If we do the will of Jesus’ Father in heaven, we will not be
quarrelsome, we will not be full of disputes, we will not be arguing and complaining,
we’ll not be antagonistic. All of this comes from the self. But we will be mild and open
and humble people.
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“The angel of the Lord will rescue those who fear him.”
Now what does it mean to fear the Lord? Well, it has lots of meanings. One, of
course, refers to a spirit of reverence and a spirit of awe in regard to the great mystery of
life. But it also has something else. It means awareness in oneself that one does not
know anything. So it’s awareness of God as the great mystery and it’s awareness of
being taken up in the awe, in the mystery, and the reverence of God; but it’s also an
awareness that we personally are empty and ignorant. That’s fear of the Lord.
Now the psalm says that those who fear the Lord, God will guide with his angels.
Now this is not exactly that God is playing favorites. Actually God’s angels are assigned
to everybody. Now what that means is very hard for us to describe, and we can have all
kinds of silly ideas about it. But it means that God guides and directs—guides, directs,
and guards. But when we recognize we don’t know what we are doing, then we will be
listening.
Now St. Peter and St. Paul were examples of two men trained by Jesus—well at least
Peter was trained by Jesus; Paul really wasn’t. But Paul received very strong, powerful
encounters with Christ; and he tells about them. So there are two different ways of
knowing Jesus. Peter knew him in the body; Paul knew him in the Spirit. But both of
them were driven to the very limits of their own personal abilities, their own personal
wisdom, by their mission. And if you read about both of them, they went through more
or less hell for Christ. St. Paul was shipwrecked; both were imprisoned frequently. They
were flogged; they were treated badly. And they both ended up finally in Rome, which is
almost a miracle that they actually ended up there. But the point is all along the way God
was guiding them, and they were humble enough to let the Spirit guide them.
Now what can get in the way of the guidance of God is our own smugness, our own,
you might say, imagination that we know what we’re doing or we know where we’re
supposed to be going. Peter and Paul are great examples of how we really need to let the
Lord guide us.

Humble Enough to Let the Lord Guide

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
A Study in Rejection
Thirteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time/C July 1, 2001
(Vigil, 5:00 p.m.) 1 Kgs 19:16b, 19-21; Gal 5:1, 13-18; Lk 9:51-62

“On the way, they entered a Samaritan village to prepare for his reception there,
but they would not welcome him because the destination of his journey was
Jerusalem.”
Today’s Gospel reading is about the experience of rejection. It is a constant part of
life. Everyone experiences rejection in one way or another—Christ is no exception.
In this particular story, the Evangelist Luke is telling about rejection on two different
levels; both of them are important. The first level, is the level of racial or ethnic
prejudice. The role of prejudice in human life is astonishing, and it’s also unpredictable.
It is truly the “Achilles heel” of our human rationality. The power of prejudice lies not
only in our human emotions, but also in the misuse, or overuse, of our human ability to
generalize. Of course, both are emotions, and our mental abilities are good things.
However, emotionally, we are not comfortable with what is to us strange or unusual.
And we can say that it’s natural. But, connect that to the fact that we often take very little
time to actually know another person in all her or his uniqueness. We can easily see
people as simply a member of a group, a number, especially when that person belongs to
a group different from our own. The combination then of being uncomfortable with
what is strange and over-generalizing makes up prejudice, and its power can
overcome our own goodness and even control our behavior. When we allow our feelings
and our generalizations to govern our behavior, we end up rejecting people for really
no reason—just as Christ was rejected in today’s Gospel for no real reason! And when

A Study in Rejection

we reject people, we are rejecting Christ who said, “Whatever you do to the least,
you do to me.”
As I mentioned, Luke is talking about rejection on two levels. The second level has to
do with his specific meaning of the word “Jerusalem.” Jesus was not on his way to
Jerusalem because he was a Jew. He was on his way to Jerusalem to be handed over,
to suffer and to die in obedience to the requirements of love. On this level, too, Christ
experiences rejection—people who outright don’t want to suffer! They don’t want to
suffer pain; they don’t want to suffer loss; they don’t want to suffer inconvenience; they
don’t want to suffer—period. Or people who are not ready to follow right now, of
which there are several examples in today’s Gospel. And of course the point that Luke is
making is that not being ready is tantamount to rejecting the call. As Jesus says in
this Gospel, “No one who sets his hand to the plow and looks to what was left behind is
fit for the kingdom of God.” Those are not words trying to create a great following or
gain popularity with the masses. Those are words of deep challenge.
But as Luke points out, God does not send down fire from heaven to punish those
who reject the call to the kingdom. He does something actually far more horrifying.
He leaves them on their own. Each of us needs to look at this message and apply it to
ourselves.
•

Are we rejecting Christ because of prejudice? Our society and our Church have
many elements of racism in them.

•

Are we rejecting Christ because we are unwilling to suffer? We could say that’s a
natural human tendency.

•

Are we rejecting Christ because we are not ready right now to follow him?

•

When we ourselves experience rejection, do we just walk away . . . or, do we call
down fire from heaven?
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Today we are reading from the Book of Genesis, which is the first book of the Bible,
and contains stories about the creation of the world and the formation of the family of
Abraham. Some place Abraham around two or three millennia before Christ, not quite
three thousand years before Christ, so about five thousand years ago.
Now one of the remarks is that when Lot, who is Abraham’s brother, went to the
plains, which is an area east of the Dead Sea, he found that it was well watered. Now if
you go there today, and I’ve been there, you will see it is not well watered. It is a pretty
awful place, utterly deserted, so that we could say that a great climatic change has taken
place.
Now it is in this particular area on the plains that there were two cities known as
Sodom and Gomorrah. Now in this story—it’s important that we understand the meaning
of the story—in this story Sodom and Gomorrah is about to be destroyed. Well, the fact
that they are no longer in existence is an obvious fact. I believe archeology has recovered
something of some ten cities on this plain. Today the plain supports no cities.
The biblical author uses this historical background to tell a story about Abraham and
his role in the history of salvation, and I would like to point out a few points to you. The
Lord says, “I have singled him out so that he may direct his sons and his posterity to keep
the way of the Lord by doing what is right and just, so that the Lord may carry into effect
for Abraham the promises he made about him.” So Abraham has a very important
mission to be a blessing to all nations; and he becomes a blessing to all nations by
practicing justice, thus allowing God to fulfill his promises.

Abraham’s Role for Society

Secondly, Abraham is called on to be concerned about more than just his own family.
Sodom and Gomorrah had nothing to do with his family, although Lot lived nearby. So
Abraham took it upon himself to intercede with the Lord for the benefit of the people of
Sodom and Gomorrah, although Gomorrah is not mentioned in this particular text.
The third point is that, according to the biblical understanding a thoroughly and totally
unjust society cannot exist—a thoroughly unjust society cannot exist—and that’s the
whole idea of destroying Sodom, because there is nobody there who is any good—not
fifty, not forty-five, not forty, not thirty-five, not thirty just people—not ten! For ten just
men God would spare an entire city, but in this case there weren’t even ten.
Now this is a principle later expressed in the New Testament by saying, “You are the
salt of the earth.” It is the role of the just to not only practice justice to allow the
blessings of God to be funneled into human society, but also to preserve society from
self-destruction, for injustice leads to self-destruction. Now if we look at the history of
the world, we see that this is actually true in many different ways. It isn’t simply that an
earthquake will destroy an unjust society; an unjust society has many ways of destroying
itself: through violence, through wars, through revolutions, through crime. And I’m sure
there are many other ways that an unjust society becomes unraveled and destroys itself.
The work of Abraham and his posterity is to practice justice, to follow God’s ways.
This preserves society and this allows for God to work his blessings. And along the way,
Abraham is also supposed to hold up in prayer the world around him. We continue in
that ministry today.
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Explanation of Sacrifice
July 5, 2001 7:00 a.m.

Thirteenth Week in Ordinary Time Thursday,
Gn 22:1-19;
Mt 9:1-8
(St. Anthony Mary Zaccaria)

Today we hear the story of the sacrifice of Isaac, or the intended sacrifice of Isaac.
Now many scholars believe this is not an historical fact but a teaching based on a very
common practice in the ancient world, which was to sacrifice children to the gods. We
know this was practiced by the people of Philistia, for example. And the Greeks
mentioned it in their stories, although we’re not sure about the truth of this, but it was
Agamemnon who sacrificed his daughter to Artemis, who is the goddess of the hunt and
controlled the wind, because the ships didn’t have any wind to sail to Troy. So these
stories exist in the ancient world. We know many of them are true, that the sacrifice of
infants was almost, you could say, popular.

Now what’s the basis for it? Well, in the beginning the idea of sacrificing had to do
with gratitude. Its early origins have to do with the hunt—gratitude to God for food. The
sacrifice was really a prelude to a meal. So we offer thanks; and we turn this meal into a
manner of showing gratitude to God, but also petitioning for more food, because
obviously eating is an ongoing need. Somewhere along the line the idea came that
instead of enjoying food—and we don’t know where this happened—but instead of
simply enjoying the food and the sacrifice it might even be more pleasing to God to
destroy it, not enjoying it at all. And this was then the idea of the holocaust: you destroy
your food; you don’t even eat it. Therefore, instead of being a matter of gratitude to God,
it’s a matter of giving up the blessing, destroying the blessing actually, as if that would be
pleasing to God. Now this mentality was widespread throughout the ancient world.

And we see that the prophets criticize it. And God speaks through the prophets saying
such things as: “Do you think that I eat bullocks? Do you think I’m hungry? Do you
think I need what you’re giving me?” So the idea in the prophets was that the spirit of
gratitude is good, and even the desire to surrender what is valuable can be honorable and
praiseworthy, but the actual killing of your own infant is really not desirable! And so this
story then is given early on in the Book of Genesis to tell the Israelites that this form of
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cult, this form of worship, is really not acceptable to God. But what is acceptable is the
willingness to give of oneself, exemplified in Abraham’s willingness to give of his very
own and only son.

Now it is in Christ that we see the actual willingness incarnate—in a willingness not to
give up one’s son, not a willingness to give up one’s food, not a willingness to give up
one’s possessions, but a willingness to give up one’s life in a surrender to God that
forswears all self-preservation, all clinging to life, in a total faith in the goodness of life
itself, you might say, in it’s immortal character. This is the sacrifice Jesus made of
himself. And because it forswears all self-preservation, it forswears all violence, and is
therefore rightly called the sacrifice of peace. And Jesus really did this for others. That’s
the whole point of his death: it was a death for others, so that the world may come to
know how to live forswearing all violence, forswearing even the desire for selfpreservation because of faith in the immortality of the gift of life itself; and that this is
really a new way of living, not evolving out of the past in any way, but truly a break with
the past, a new beginning and truly a way of peace. And so it is in this spirit then that the
Church continues to celebrate the Mass, which is the presence on earth of the eternal
sacrifice of Jesus, of himself to the Father, a gift which enables us now to believe and to
hope and to live love.
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“I have come to call, not the self-righteous, but sinners.”
In a sense we might think, well, this is news! I thought God was interested in
everyone! Well, of course God is interested in the salvation of everyone; but in order for
anyone to be called, they have to be willing to follow. And of course the reason why
many people do not follow God—and the main reason, the very main reason that most
people do not follow God—is that they don’t think they need God. They think they’re
okay the way they are. They believe in their own basic goodness. Well, this is what’s
meant here by being “self-righteous.” To be self-righteous simply means to believe in
your own goodness.
And throughout the entire New Testament that is held up as something that is
fundamentally wrong. And in this it distinguishes itself from the Old Testament. In the
Old Testament a person is considered basically righteous if he or she follows the law, and
it was believed possible. In fact, several people are mentioned as being righteous in the
sight of God. Right off hand, we can think of a couple: Noah for one, Sarah for another,
Abraham another. And we could go through and find the various times when it says,
“And so and so was righteous in the sight of God.” This was not considered something
impossible. Later St. Paul will say that it’s impossible to be righteous according to the
law, but that is because, of course, St. Paul was himself somewhat on the scrupulous side,
thinking about all the details of the law.
And the law did tend to grow. For example we know that at the time of Moses there
were ten stipulations: two commandments, eight prohibitions. That was the law in the
beginning. Well, then as time went on we see in the books of—in particular Leviticus
and other books of the Pentateuch—that the law started to grow. By the time the final
formation of the law was finished there were in the Bible, in the Old Testament, several
hundred laws—six hundred thirty-six laws if you actually count every one of them. And
then, of course, that wasn’t enough for the rabbis, who then began to interpret the laws;
and every time they interpreted the law, that was another law. So then by Jesus’ time
there were some ten thousand laws, interpretations, that were oral. They later became
written in what was called the “Talmud.” So this is what we are talking about. We are
talking about the law of God in a way to be righteous in his sight.
Now Jesus comes and first of all he simplifies everything. He says, “When it comes
to the law there are only two things you have to worry about: if you love God with your
whole heart, mind, and soul, and you love your neighbor as yourself, that is the whole
law.” But then do we do that? Do we really love God with our whole heart, mind, and
soul? Well, anyone who really looks deeply into himself or herself will see this is not
true. We don’t love God totally with our whole being. We may love God, but only part
of the time, only with part of ourselves. Further, we do not really love our neighbor as
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ourselves. We may love them and respect them and we may honor their rights and so on,
but we really don’t love them as much as we love ourselves; so we really don’t fulfill the
law. That’s the point.
And Jesus came to bring those who recognize precisely this condition and bring them
into the grace and the power of the Holy Spirit. Jesus did not come to bring a new law or
reinterpret the old law. He came to bring the power of the Holy Spirit, through which all
things are accomplished. And it’s in the power of the Holy Spirit that we actually come
into the love of God, the love God has for God. And when we are loved by the love God
has for God, we also love God with the love God has for God. This is the Holy Spirit.
And this is a gift given to those who believe, and that’s the whole point of the New
Testament. And with that comes everything else. Once we have the Holy Spirit we have
everything! All things are accomplished in us because of the Holy Spirit. We don’t even
have to worry anymore about the law; in fact, the Holy Spirit tells us how to interpret the
law, which of course caused great conflict with the established authorities in Judaism
because they didn’t like that. They didn’t like the fact that Christian believers, who were
also Jews, said, “Oh well, we believe the Holy Spirit is interpreting the law in this way,”
and so on. But the whole point is the Holy Spirit enables us and empowers us to become
new beings. It is through the Holy Spirit that we serve God, that we love God and are
loved by God and loved in God, because we enter into the very life of the Trinity. And
this is why Christ called us.
Now in order for us to respond, however, to Christ’s call, we have to recognize the
real tragic situation we’re in now without the Holy Spirit. We have to realize that
without the Holy Spirit we really can do nothing to make ourselves good or meritorious
in God’s sight in reality, only in our own, you might say, fictional sight, the sight we
make up. And this is the point of Jesus’ little dispute this morning with the Pharisees.
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“Behold, I have given you the power to ‘tread upon serpents’ and scorpions and
upon the full force of the enemy and nothing will harm you.”
The gospel affirms that, as we all know, the world is dangerous; and the feeling you
have that something is against you is not your imagination—it is not paranoia. Paranoia
is an unreasonable fear, but as the gospel points out there is sound reason to be afraid.
However, Jesus, while affirming the dangers in the world, does not allow fear to
paralyze his very important mission. “I send you as lambs among wolves.” This not
hyperbole; it’s a very clear description of the role of the disciple in the world. The world
is truly full of wolves who would love to kill and devour, but the disciple is a lamb who
follows gently.
Now Jesus is not an idealist. He is a realist. He knows what we are up against, as he
knew what he was up against. We do ourselves and our children no favor by hiding from
them the danger of the world. Yet we also do ourselves no favor by allowing the fear of
danger to paralyze us or to keep us from engaging in life. Jesus said many times, “Fear is
useless; what is needed is trust.” Jesus himself had utter confidence that he could
overcome evil, and he gave that same confidence to his disciples. He tells them that they
will have the power to overcome the full force of the enemy. Now we have to recognize
that his resurrection from the dead is God’s affirmation of his human confidence. If
he had not been raised from the dead, then his confidence would have been unfounded. If
he had been raised from the dead and had not been confident, then that event would have
had no particular meaning or connection to his life. But as it is, the resurrection of Christ
from the dead is God’s affirmation that his confidence in his power to overcome all evil
was well founded.
This confidence must also play a central role in our own outlook on life. “Fear is
useless.” If fear is useless, so is cynicism. Cynicism is a misapprehension of the true
nature of life. Cynicism is rooted in a choice not to believe in the basic goodness of life
and not to believe in the basic goodness of people. No one can force this view upon us;
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we choose to be cynical. Is life dangerous? Of course. Are there scoundrels and crooks
all around us? Yes, indeed.
But there are also many wonderful, loving people—strangers! A friend of mine,
now a retired priest, was only recently on Butterfield Road without any gas. His car
ended up in the middle of the road, and he had to get out, cross over the lane and head for
a gas station. Immediately a young man in a truck stopped and picked him up, took him
to the gas station, and then apologized profusely that he couldn’t stay to take him back to
his car. A few minutes later, after filling his gas can, he headed back on the other side of
the road. Another car immediately picked him up and asked him where he was going,
took him the few blocks to his car, then again apologized for not being able to stay, and
took off. Then he was trying to put the gas into his car, and another car came up behind
him and guarded the traffic, kept it away from his car. These were all strangers, but they
were ordinary people; and such people populate our world! And God uses them to
guard us and protect us, and he uses us to guard and protect them. There is a
network of goodness in the world. In fact, life is designed—although many scientists
hate this idea—but it seems to me the Bible says that life is designed to allow people the
freedom to make of themselves whatever it is they want to be; and many do choose to be
very good.
Now Jesus himself in his mission always emphasized two points. First of all, all
human beings need to reassess life based on faith and confidence in God and in
themselves as children of God. This is sometimes translated “repentance, reform,
conversion,” but it is a reassessment of life. Secondly, he always stressed his mission;
and the mission in today’s gospel he is sharing with his seventy-two disciples.
Incidentally, the Jewish people at that time thought there were only seventy-two nations
in the world, so seventy-two disciples is a sign of universality. He sent them forth so that
a new view of life could become the basis for society and culture. He had no purely
spiritual view of salvation. He was intending that we live in a better world. Again, this
does not minimize in any way the dangers and the problems that we have; but the
emphasis must be on the greater power of God and the greater power of believers,
who have God’s power given to them. Our problems are not bigger than we are if we are
rooted in the knowledge of God and of his Word, who is Jesus Christ.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Specialness of All Places Fourteenth Week in Ordinary Time
8:30 a.m. Gn 28:10-22; Mt 9:18-26

Monday, July 9, 2001

Today we hear of the famous stairway to heaven in this reading from the Book of
Genesis. And what the stairway to heaven is about is the fact that we are not living on a
desolate planet that has evolved all by itself. We are living on a planet that is in
communication with higher unseen realms of being.

Now, unfortunately, Jacob, like almost all ancient people—in fact, probably all
ancient people—identified the place as special. He named it “Bethel,” literally “house of
God.” But the point really is that every place is Bethel. Every point on earth is in
communion and communication with the higher realms from whence we come. Now
when we look at all the ancient people, they all had this idea and they all told stories
about how their little plot of land was special. With Jacob it was Bethel. With the
Sumerians it was the spot between the Tigris and the Euphrates. With the Chinese it was
all of China. With Egyptians it was the valley of the Nile, and so on.

Of course in one sense they had something right about that because all those areas are
special. What they had wrong was in devaluating the rest of the earth, as if only their
area was special. What we have to see is that they were right, but that every area is
special. And this has been a great challenge for people.

Christians, who believe very much in God, have had the tendency to devaluate
everything, to say nothing is special because God is spirit, and to spiritualize everything.
Well, that’s not quite right either. What we have to do is see the point, see the value of
the stairway to heaven, and then realize that it’s intended to apply to all places because all
places are God’s. And we never live alone: we are always in communication with God, if
our ears are open.

Specialness of All Places

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Ourselves—Fighting Angels and Needing the Good Shepherd Fourteenth Week in
Ordinary Time Tuesday, July 10, 2001 8:30 a.m.
Gn 32:23-33; Mt 9:32-38

This morning we have two different images given of ourselves.
The first image is Jacob fighting with an angel. Now I myself don’t know exactly
what when on, except that idea of fighting with an angel is something we really can
identify with if we try. God touches us in many ways. God sends messengers into our
lives in many forms. And very often we fight with them. Now I think one of the most
interesting things about this story is how it ends. The angel says to Jacob, “you have
contended with divine beings and have prevailed.” I think that was sort of trying to
smooth over the fact that he was now going to have a terrible limp. We may prevail, or
think we prevail, but when we fight with God, we end up with a limp—but we’re not
damaged too much, for even there God is gentle. Nonetheless, it’s about a fighting spirit,
and fighting the wrong thing—and this we do.
On the other hand, then in the gospel we hear about another kind of people, people are
exhausted, people who are lying prostrate because of exhaustion, because of being
without any energy or food. This also can be something we experience. But why? It
says that they were “like sheep without a shepherd.” But we are not without a shepherd.
When we are prone and prostrate from exhaustion it’s really because we’re not letting the
shepherd guide us. The whole point of this gospel reading is Jesus is acting as God, the
good shepherd—don’t forget, it’s God who is the shepherd in Isaiah, in the prophets.
God is shepherding his people. He is showing them where the food is. He is bringing
healing and freedom. We have to listen.

Ourselves—Fighting Angels and Needing the Good Shepherd

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Right Attitude toward Rejection
Fourteenth Week in Ordinary Time Thursday,
July 12, 2001
7:00 a.m.
Gn 44:18-21, 23-29; 45:1-5;
Mt 10:7-15

Today we meet in the Book of Genesis the figure of Joseph. And Joseph is a very
important figure because he represents perhaps one of the worst things that can happen to
a person: he was disowned by his own brothers. In fact, some of them wanted to murder
him, and it was out of a certain sense of kindness that they sold him into slavery.
Now when people experience rejection, especially by their own family, that usually
leads to bitterness. With Joseph, no. Now we don’t know exactly the whole history of
his feelings and how he dealt with them, but we know the result. When his brothers came
in need, he interpreted his whole life as a blessing because he was able to help them.
Now it was true that he was a man that no one could keep down; no matter where he went
he prospered, eventually becoming what we might call the “prime minister” of Egypt.
But it was in his hands to find vengeance against his brothers, and yet instead he blessed
them. And in this he is a prototype of Christ because he found in the rejection of life, in
the downside of life, he found a blessing for others.
Now each of us has probably not experienced the same sort of rejection that Joseph
did; but we do experience rejection, and that is something we have to deal with. We can
allow it to make us bitter, and this is foolish. There is nothing we suffer that cannot turn
into a blessing if we have the grace to look at it in the right way and accept that grace.
Rejection will always be with us.
Rejection is with the disciples in the gospel story. Jesus makes it very clear: if
someone rejects you, then just leave, shake the dust from your feet, and go on somewhere
else. When we dwell on the negative experiences in life, when we take things personally,
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we simply make ourselves bitter. We take the life out of ourselves. It isn’t the events of
life that defeat us; we defeat ourselves by the way we take them. For example, in the
gospel story, when Jesus is talking about going into every town and village and so on, the
point isn’t that the disciples are being personally rejected; it’s the gospel itself that’s
being rejected. Would that the gospel became so much a part of ourselves that that is
really all people saw! And then we could be well aware of the fact that what people are
rejecting really is not ourselves, but the message of Christ. Sadly, however, we often
cling to another kind of identity. The gospel is offering us a different way to live, and we
would be wise to listen.
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Total Commitment Fourteenth Week in Ordinary Time Friday, July 13, 2001
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Gn 46:1-7, 28-30; Mt 10:16-23
(St. Henry)

“Brother will hand over brother to death, and the father his child; children will turn
against parents and have them put to death.”

This gospel today is following yesterday’s gospel talking about conflicts. And Jesus
is assuring us that there will be many conflicts. Why? Because there is a tremendous
value at stake: the meaning of truth in life itself. And when it comes to this fundamental
meaning of life, the choices we make are so all-consuming that they have to divide us
even from our brothers and sisters and our parents and children, if it comes to that!

So what Jesus is really talking about is the commitment that is necessary to follow
him. And this is something that separates the true believer from the nominal believer.
Through all the ages there have been many nominal Christians. Even in the beginning,
even during times of persecution, there were people who came into the Church perhaps
because of family members, or perhaps because they were attracted in some vague way to
some of the blessings; but on the other hand, they were not willing to commit themselves.
And here Jesus is being very clear about commitment. It can happen that a brother will
hand over another brother, because one is committed to the work of God and the other is
not. It is possible for children to turn against parents and visa-versa.

So to follow Jesus means that we can value nothing more than God, including our own
lives. Now if this is true, then we have to realize that we play this out in many small
ways in our daily relationships. And are we clear about this? Are we clear that
commitment to Christ admits no compromise? It also admits no force. We can force no
one to go along with what is right, what is true, what is just, what is godly. So when push
comes to shove, the true believer is the one who suffers: suffers for peace, suffers for
justice, suffers for truth.

Total Commitment

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The Cost of Discipleship
Fourteenth Week in Ordinary Time Saturday,
July 14, 2001
11:00 a.m.
Prayer Group Picnic Gn 49:29-33; 50:15-24;
Mt 10:24-33
(Blessed Kateri Tekakwitha)

“Whoever disowns me before men I will disown before my Father in heaven.”

Jesus was not a politician seeking approval. He was not someone who went around
looking for supporters. He made it very difficult to be a supporter because he spoke the
truth. Now on the one hand, the truth will make us free, but on the other, it costs—it
costs—freedom itself is not free! And this gospel is about the cost of discipleship.

Jesus is very well aware, and we have been reading recently in our liturgies about his
awareness, of the dangers that we face in the world. Last Sunday’s gospel says, “I send
you like lambs among wolves.” This is an accurate description of our predicament. And
yet throughout there’s this constant affirmation of the need to recognize that God is really
caring for us. He is not caring for us in the sense that he is going to snatch us out of
every problem; that’s not the way God loves.

The way God loves is exemplified and embodied in Christ himself, and “Christ did not
deem equality with God something to be grasped at, but rather emptied himself. He took
the form of a slave and he lived as a servant. And it was thus that he came to be known
to be of human estate.” And this is the very power of love at work: that Jesus so loved
the Father that he was willing to pour himself out, and the Father so loved the world that
he did not spare his own Son,” because love is about giving, and love is about surrender.

And love requires trust, and trust is obscured or blocked by fear. So this reading
really is about how we must not fear, and we must not give into anxiety as if God doesn’t
know what’s happening. Of course God knows what’s happening. And every hair on our
head is counted, but that does not mean that we’ll be exempt from the same suffering
Christ was not exempt from. Indeed, it is in that very suffering that God revealed the
power of love, which is the power to endure all things. Think of love as the power in
Christ himself overcoming the very natural tendency to fight back and to seek vengeance
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and to get even. That power was what was revealed in the life of Christ, as well as the
gift of Christ himself, who is God, and he is the gift from God. “God so loved the world
that he did not spare his only begotten Son,” his only begotten self; “but gave himself
unto us, into our hands,” and became a victim.

Now it is in this light that we see the resurrection of Christ. It’s God the Father’s
vindication of the human trust in the heart of Jesus, the trust that he shared with his
disciples, the trust that he is talking about today. And this clearly means not only should
we have generic trust, but that when we’re being persecuted we need to trust, because
when we’re being persecuted it’s not we who need to say something; it’s we who need to
let God speak through us; it’s we who need to let God witness through us. And there’s
no event in life that is beyond the power of God to speak through, but we are the ones
who have to let God speak; and that means we have to allow ourselves to be taken up in
the sacrifice of Christ himself.

And that’s the meaning of the Mass, that God enables us, having already attached
ourselves to him in Baptism, he now enables us to willingly and deliberately and
consciously offer ourselves so that no matter what happens, and especially when bad
things happen, we can witness to him. And when we witness to him we are assured that
he will acknowledge us before the Father. So this is the text: “Whoever acknowledges
me before men I will acknowledge before my Father in heaven.” And that’s his
assurance. “But whoever disowns me before men I will disown before my Father in
heaven.”

Now there are times when we are tempted to give up; we are tempted to disbelieve in
God’s love or his ability to help us or his wisdom. Then we need to return to this text.
“Do not fear those who deprive the body of life but cannot destroy the soul, but rather,
fear him who can destroy both body and soul.” Now what can destroy body and soul is
the father of lies.” Lies destroy everything; it’s the “truth that makes us free.” And so
Jesus is encouraging us to hold on to the truth that he has given us that we will become as
pupils like our teacher, that we will become as servants like our master.
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“Whoever acknowledges me before men I will acknowledge before my Father in
Heaven. Whoever disowns me before men I will disown before my Father in
heaven.”
Jesus was not a politician. He did not seek supporters. He was not interested in being
popular. He spoke the truth even when the truth was hard to take. And in today’s gospel
reading he is challenging his disciples strongly. “No pupil outranks his teacher, no slave
his master. The pupil should be glad to become like his teacher,” meaning of course that
those who follow Christ should be willing to become like Christ with all that that
entails, which explicitly in this particular reading involves the willingness to witness, to
speak forthrightly. This is not easy. Jesus is making it very clear that if we do speak
forthrightly and we do witness, we will be called “Beelzebul.” We will be thought of as
diabolical by some people. Let it be! We mustn’t care what other people think, much
less what they say. What is important is what we say, and when we speak we have to
witness to the truth, the truth as we know it.
“What I have told you in secret, speak in the light.”
God teaches us in the quiet of our own hearts, when we are willing to be pupils.
God teaches us in the service we render to others, when we are willing to be slaves
and servants. And gradually through this he actually enables us to become like him:
teacher and master. We become a teacher by learning; we become a master by
serving—that’s his point! But the fruit of this process, which is a very quiet process, this
fruit must be shared.

The Giftedness and Challenge of Discipleship

“What you hear in private, proclaim from housetops.”
There are many ways in which the truth comes into our minds: through prayerful
reading of Scripture, through study of the Church’s teachings and spiritual reading, and
various other ways. But this is not just for my personal use; it’s so I can share it with
other people. Nothing is given for us personally; it’s all given as gift, and we have to
give as a gift what we receive as a gift.
And this will involve endangerment. And that’s why the second section focuses on
fear. If you’re going to share what you learn, you’re going to be attacked, you’re
going to become a target. Don’t worry. You’re in God’s hands! Of course this
doesn’t mean you’re not going to die; of course you’re going to die! The question is are
you going to die in glory, or are you going to die in shame? That’s your decision.
Jesus assures us that when we speak for him, he will speak for us; but if we disown him,
he will disown us.
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The Giftedness and Challenge of Discipleship

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Defining Our Neighbor
Fifteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time/C
5:00 p.m.
Dt 30:10-14; Col 1:15-20;
Lk 10:25-37

July 15, 2001

“And who is my neighbor?”
Every question comes in a context, and we have to know the context to understand
what the question really is. Here we have a story about a very fine, young scholar in the
Jewish tradition who asks Jesus a very simple question about eternal life. Note: Jesus
does not repeat his usual message, which was “Repent and believe in the good news.” He
does not. Rather he asks the youth what he thinks. This is an example of Jesus’ attitude
toward people and toward salvation. It is expansive. In other words, he believes the
message does not necessarily have to be imported or necessarily have to agree with
exactly the way he expresses it, that is, the message of salvation. He is willing to
entertain the possibility that people may well know how to live a righteous life.
Religious tradition may very well have good answers to the basic questions of life.
Jesus takes a “look and see attitude,” a wise one we might copy.
The youth, on his side, answers from his own tradition. Basically he quotes
Deuteronomy, Chapter 6 and Leviticus, Chapter 19. But there is something his tradition
never told him: What is the meaning of the word “neighbor”? What people often don’t
realize is that in the Old Testament the commandment “Do not kill” really meant do
not kill a fellow Israelite. It did not include not killing Moabites or Jebusites or Hittites
or Greeks. The same with “Do not steal,” that meant do not steal from a fellow Israelite.
“Do not commit adultery” meant don’t take the wife of a fellow Israelite. In that sense it
was an ethnocentric—a technical term—nation centered we could say or culturally
centered—moral code which is lacking in true universality.

Defining Our Neighbor

And we see that the same thing is true today. Many people living on this planet lack
a true universality. For example, very often white people do not consider black people
their neighbors. Hutus do not see Tutsis as their neighbors. Serbs do not see Bosnians as
their neighbors. Macedonians do not see Albanians as their neighbors. This is nothing
new. This is unfortunately the history of the world. And sometimes governments
participate in this. In 1922, the government of Turkey issued a declaration that
henceforth the murder of Greeks would not be prosecuted. This of course let to a mass
exodus of Greeks from Turkey. In 1973, the Supreme Court said that the killing of the
unborn would no longer be prosecuted. We have an ability to exclude certain
people from our idea of who is our neighbor.
Jesus’ simple story of the Good Samaritan cuts through every form of human
limitation and prejudice and rationalization. In short, whoever needs help is our
neighbor. Whoever supplies help wins God’s approval regardless of their culture,
regardless of their religious tradition, regardless of their status in society. In the absence
of this response no amount of culture, no degree of faith, or no amount of religious
tradition suffices.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Bringing Ourselves to Nought Fifteenth Week in Ordinary Time Monday, July 16,
2001 7:00 a.m. Ex 1:8-14, 22; Mt 10:34—11:1
(Our Lady of Mount Carmel)

“He who seeks only himself brings himself to ruin, whereas he who brings himself to
nought for me discovers who he is.”
Of course the key to understanding this entire teaching is the insight that we do not
know who we are and that one of the primary purposes of life is self-discovery. Now
this, of course, runs counter to our basic assumptions—we actually don’t know who we
are—we imagine we do!
That is why sometimes people benefit from crises. If crises cause people to question,
then often they can grow from them. Too often people seek tranquility in life. This can
be deadening, because without crises, without problems to deal with, we just float along
in a cloud, you might say, of ignorance. Crises can be beneficial if they cause us to
question everything: who are we; who is God; what is our relation with God; what is our
purpose in life; what are the possibilities of life?
And the way of Christ is very specific, to bring oneself to nought. This very idea is
very similar to the teachings of the Buddha, incidentally; it is all about bringing oneself to
nought, about realizing one’s utter nothingness—that’s what “nought” means: our
nothingness. Now why we have to bring ourselves to nothingness is very simple: God
himself cannot fill something already full. And if we’re full of our own imagination, if
we’re full of ourselves, our own pride, our own self-importance—and mind you, pride
and self-importance doesn’t have to appear to be gross or conceited or arrogant. It can
appear to be very modest, but self-importance is self-importance! If our thinking about
ourselves is really all derived from ourselves and our own experience, it is worthless.

Bringing Ourselves to Nought

And that’s what we have to bring to nought. We have to come to nothingness within
ourselves; then God can fill us.
And along the way we have to recognize that none of our commitments can be equal
to our commitment to Christ, if we are to be his disciple. Our fathers, our mothers, our
children, cannot be more important than Christ. If so, we are not truly a worthy disciple
of Christ, because our true commitment is to something else, and we have not brought
ourselves to nought. We still think we know better, and our ultimate commitment is still
to something we have created. And even in a subtle, modest way that’s still putting
ourselves in God’s place. Bringing ourselves to nought is making room for God, and this
is what allows us to discover who we are.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Miracles Show God’s True Will for Us
Fifteenth Week in Ordinary Time
Tuesday, July 17, 2001
7:00 a.m.
Ex 2:1-15;
Mt 11:20-24

We see in the life of Jesus an interplay between the works he does and the faith of the
people. In some cases he cannot work miracles because there is a lack of faith, or better
to put it this way, there’s disbelief, which is not simply the absence of something, but it is
the refusal to believe. And in fact, this is said often of Capernaum—or at least it’s said
once of Capernaum: “He could work no miracle there because he marveled at their
disbelief.”
Now today there is the other side of it. Once miracles are worked they must produce
something of a change in the very spirit and attitude of the people who witness them.
Miracles are signs of the kingdom of God. They are God at work. And they require us
then to reevaluate God’s purpose.
People are often resigned to the will of God; the trouble is they’re not resigned to the
true will of God. In fact, what they’re resigned to really isn’t the will of God, as much as
it’s simply the way God has allowed things to end up. But the way things end up is often
due to our attitudes and our sins. So should we be resigned to the result of our sins? No!
That’s what reform is about.
Reform is basically mental. It begins with the way we look at God. And miracles
show us truly the will of God, the positive, real, and deliberate will of God for us. And
where we see the will of God in the works of Christ, as they continue even in our own
day, we have to then reform our way of looking at God and realize what God wants for
us—and accept that! Accept health. Accept blessings because that’s God’s will for us.
That’s what miracles show us. And failure to do that might lead to a very great tragedy.

Miracles Show God’s True Will for Us

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
God Reveals Knowledge of God
Fifteenth Week in Ordinary Time Wednesday,
July 18, 2001
7:00 a.m. Ex 3:1-6, 9-12;
Mt 11:25-27 (St. Camillus de Lellis)

We have in these two readings a very essential message from the biblical tradition: the
God who reveals himself to Moses is a personal God, in fact, the source of our very
capacity to feel, to feel “I,” to feel being. “I AM who AM,” God calls himself. Without
this God, there would be no self-consciousness, there would be no self-reflection.
In the gospel Jesus says, “No one knows the Son except the Father,” a deeper
penetration of the mystery of God’s awareness of God, and no one knows the Father but
the Son—and anyone to whom the Son wishes to reveal him.” If we want to know God,
we can only get to know God by God sharing with us his knowledge of himself. All our
efforts, all our research, all our science, all our philosophy, even all our worship, apart
from this is worthless. We can only know God insofar as God shares with us his
knowledge of himself. And that is the reason why Jesus came, why the Word was made
flesh, to introduce us into the mystery of “I AM who AM.”

God Reveals Knowledge of God

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Worship through Remembering
Fifteenth Week in Ordinary Time
July 20, 2001
7:00 a.m. Ex 11:10—12:14; Mt 12:1-8

Friday,

“I assure you, there is something greater than the temple here.”
From time to time we need to refresh our memories about what is the essence of
worship from a standpoint of Scripture. The temple, you will recall from the many
readings in the Old Testament, is really not integral to the nature of Israel; they existed
for a long time without one. In fact, when David had the idea to build a temple, God
objected to it through the prophet Nathan. Temples are not that important. Temples are
things people build. They’re not bad, but they’re not essential. The biblical story is the
story of how God, first of all, created everything, so that everything is good and
everything is holy—everything God created. Things only become bad or unholy through
misuse or abuse.
Secondly, God, seeing that the world was becoming more and more abused, people
were becoming more and more abused, chose to intervene in the history of life—and
that’s a very important word, “intervene.” That is a very biblical idea: God intervened
into the history of human beings; God interfered in the events of human history to begin
something different.
Now what is worship? Worship is remembering the interferences, remembering the
interventions, the most powerful one of which in the Old Testament was the story of the
Exodus, which we read in the first reading today. So true worship is not doing something
on our own or simply singing or thinking or talking to God. That’s not real worship.
Real worship is remembering what God has done, and thereby remembering what God is
doing. It is the idea that God continues to do through the memory of those who

Worship through Remembering

remember history; and this is how the Bible itself was formed eventually—it is through a
community that remembers and remembers by proclaiming. If it weren’t for this, we
would not have a Bible. If it were not for this, we would not have a people. There would
have been no Israelites. So the whole idea of their special calling is a calling to witness, a
calling to remember. And the word “remember” means to be rejoined. “Remember”
literally means to be rejoined, meaning that when we forget we’re apart; we’re being
dissected by the events of life; we are forgetting what God is doing, we’re forgetting
God’s intervention, how God is trying to influence human affairs.
And when we come to the Mass, the Mass is a remembering; in fact, the word is used
“anamnesis”—it’s actually a Greek word that’s become English—meaning to forget your
amnesia. Literally, that’s what it means. When the priest takes the bread and recalls
what Jesus did, that’s all an allusion to, of course, the original Exodus. In the original
Exodus God brought people out of a geographical form of slavery—and through the
Passover, people remembered that. In Christ, God has brought us out of a true spiritual
bondage; and the Church remembers that and proclaims it. So the Mass is a time of
forgetting our amnesia and becoming reconnected to what God is doing in our lives.
So the important thing is that we allow God his place, his proper place, at the center of
who we are and what we do. So when we come to the Mass, we bring our lives as they
are—whatever it is, good or bad, and it’s usually a mixed bag of good and bad—and we
allow God to intervene, to reorient, to redirect—that’s what Mass is for. And on our part
we need to surrender. But don’t forget our surrendering means nothing if it weren’t for
the fact that God already is intervening. And we have to let God continue his work by
remembering and proclaiming.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Invited into Eternal Life through the Living Bread
Funeral Mary Mae Hattan
Saturday, July 21, 2001 Wis 3:1-6, 9; Rom 5:17-21; Jn 6:51-58

“Unlike your ancestors who ate and died, nonetheless, the one who feeds on this bread
shall live forever.”
Our Sacred Scriptures are full of words, but we can’t take those words in a very
simple, literal way, or we’ll miss the meaning that they are trying to convey. Likewise
our Church has a sacramental symbolism that is the very skeleton, you might say, of our
manner of worship; it is the framework in which we worship. And those symbols also
need to be seen and understood.
Today as the cremains of Mae were brought into the church I blessed them with the
holy water. The holy water is not just water; it is water that speaks of Baptism. As we
brought the cremains into the church we passed by the font. We believe that through
Baptism God brings us new life, a life that is unlike life that we experience. This new life
is eternal. Now only God is eternal, and therefore this life is God’s life. And this life is
different from the life that we received from the womb. In fact in this symbolism of the
Church the font is a womb; it’s a womb of rebirth to God and to eternity.
The candle here, again, represents the light, which is Christ. Even before Christ the
light was always enlightening everyone who wished to be enlightened. This is what it
says in the Prologue of John’s Gospel: “The light, which enlightens everyone, was
coming into the world.” Christ was not so much a new gift as a more profound form of
the gift that has always existed: the Word of God, the eternal Word of God, now brought
into our existence as one like ourselves in Jesus. And we burn this candle to remind us
that we are all called to that eternal light.

Invited into Eternal Life through the Living Bread

And we should not wait to think about the value of our own lives. Mae has lived a
long life; we may or may not! Ultimately, as the first reading talked about, the real
important aspect of life is not how long it is but how rich it is with the wisdom of God.
That means with the meaning that comes from God. If we can find purpose in what we
do in our relationships with others, we can live in the wisdom of God. If we find no
purpose in life, we are the poorest of human beings.
Obviously the ultimate meaning of life is tied up in love, and not merely the kind of
love which the movies talk about—these sort of attractions come and go—but the love
which is God himself, which envelops us, which is the source of our being! Learning
about this love and learning how to share this love is the very essence of the biblical
message, the gospel message.
And as we gather together today for the Eucharist, we are celebrating the death of
Jesus, a death which was a victory because it was spent totally in love. What Jesus
teaches about living and dying is that no matter what the circumstances of our lives are, if
we use the opportunities of life to love and to experience God’s love, then our deaths are
victories. Now this is not our own doing, of course. This is because God is with us and
because God feeds us with the living bread. And we believe that if we eat the living
bread we shall live forever.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The Message and the Manner
Fifteenth Week in Ordinary Time Saturday,
July 21, 2001 8:00 a.m. Ex 12:37-42; Mt 12:14-21 (St. Lawrence of Brindisi)

“He will not contend or cry out, nor will his voice be heard in the streets.”

This past week as world leaders met in Italy there have been many riots—burned cars
and all kinds of mayhem. Now, what’s the point of all this? So far, I don’t know! Most
people don’t know! The demonstrators object to some elements in the world economy,
but exactly what they object to and exactly what they want is unclear. And there’s a
lesson in all of this: the manner in which we say what we say is very important. It is not
only the message, it’s also the way we give the message. No one is ever going to listen to
people who riot. Their violent manner already says something about the quality of their
position.

Now contrast that to what the prophet Isaiah says about the servant, the suffering
servant: “He does not contend nor cry out,” because the message is the whole thing. The
message has so much power that contending and crying out will only detract from its
influence. Now we know that Jesus is the suffering servant. And we see in his own way
of dealing—he finds out that the Pharisees are plotting against him—he withdraws. He
does not fight them. If he had fought them, probably he would have won quite a few
skirmishes and maybe he would have died in bed or at an old age. We can be sure of one
thing: he would not have had the influence he did. His manner is part of his message. “A
bruised reed he will not crush; a smoldering wick he will not quench.” This itself is a
statement about the nature of God, and that’s what Jesus was about. Jesus was about
showing people, demonstrating to people, what God is like. So he was the message. His
manner was the message. His touch was the message. His gentleness was the message.
And this is the same message entrusted to us.

The Message and the Manner

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Remembering What God Has Done
Sixteenth Week in Ordinary Time Monday,
July 23, 2001 7:00 a.m. Ex 14:5-18; Mt 12:38-42 (St. Bridget of Sweden)

In today’s two readings we have examples of how difficult it is to follow God’s
direction. In the first reading we are hearing about the Exodus, the great event that
formed the Israelites together as a people. Now there are a lot of details we don’t know
about the Exodus, but what we do know is that a people who had been in bondage were
now free. We know it was not their own doing but through the intervention of God.
As we can see in today’s reading, the minute there was a problem there was fear, no
trust. And we see that theme replayed over and over again as the people continued on
their journey. No matter how many times God took care of them, every time there was a
new problem they met it with fear.
Now this is a problem we might find in ourselves as well. We have, through God’s
help, overcome many problems in our lives. Does this inspire confidence that we will
overcome all problems, or do we forget about it? It is easy to forget.
In fact, the very idea of worship in the Israelite tradition was remembering what God
has done, because if we don’t remember what God has done, then when the next problem,
the next crises in our lives arises, we will have nothing to fall back on. We will have
forgotten. And that’s what the people always did.
Jesus, talking to the Samaritan woman, said, “A time is coming when God will raise
up worshipers in spirit and truth.” It means a time when people will carry about within
their own awareness an enduring confidence that God will prevail. That itself is
worshiping God in spirit and truth because it’s remembering what God has done. And
remembering means being put back together, being reconnected. So to be reconnected
means to be recollected; to be recollected means to be put together; to be put together
means to worship and to remember and to live in confidence. All of these are equivalent.
And one further note, in the New Testament we have this problem of people looking,
but in the wrong place.

Remembering What God Has Done

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Mothering the Word of God
Sixteenth Week in Ordinary Time
Tuesday,
July 24, 2001 7:00 a.m. Ex 14:21—15:1; Mt 12:46-50 (True Family of Jesus)

“Whoever does the will of my heavenly Father is brother and sister and mother to
me.”
Some commentators say that Jesus here appears to be rather harsh. And they parallel
this harshness with other cases where Jesus seems to be insensitive to his mother—Cana,
another one: “Woman, what does your concern have to do with me?” or when he was a
young boy in the temple: “Why were you seeking me? Did you not know I must be about
my Father’s business?” Well, of course, all three have something in common, if we
know how to look for it. Jesus, in his own mind, is not concerned about family in the
flesh and blood sense. This may take some getting used to. After all, we always promote
the interest of the family. We recognize the family to be the building block of society.
And yet Jesus was not concerned about family in the flesh and blood sense. Why?
First of all, we have to keep in mind that in the ancient society of the Semitic world
family was indeed everything. Your entire status as a person depended on the family you
came from and, in particular, the father you had. Well, this is a very important key. For
Jesus his real Father is no man! But he intends everyone to enter into that realization:
“Call no man father.” “Unless you are willing to hate father and mother for my sake, you
cannot be my disciple.” Jesus is all about family, all right, but a different kind of family:
a family that is rooted in the Fatherhood of God; that’s why he talks about “my heavenly
Father.” “Anyone who does the will of my heavenly Father, that one is brother and sister
and mother to me.” It’s family, all right, but it’s a family that is rooted in faith; in fact, he

Mothering the Word of God

points to his disciples when he says this, because his whole idea is he is creating a new
family—that means a new unit to society.
Now, of course, we understand that by at least the end of his life his mother was one
of his disciples following him, being with him in fact to the very end. This should not be
thought of as a putdown of her as much as it should be thought of as an elevation of
others. And if we understand that Jesus is truly the Word of God made flesh, we
understand that Mary gave to him something very precious: his human nature, you could
say. But on the other hand, Jesus is saying to the rest of us that we too need to give him
something very precious. We need to “mother” the Word of God, not in the physical
sense that Mary did, but in a real sense—housing and nurturing the Word of God within
us, giving it a place in this world, and then bearing it into the world. Then we are then
“mother” to the Word of God. And insofar as we can touch Christ in others, we are being
his brother and his sister as well. So Jesus has come not to put down, but to raise up new
life.
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What We Should Ask for
Sixteenth Week in Ordinary Time Wednesday,
July 25, 2001 7:00 a.m. 2 Cor 4:7-15; Mt 20:20-28 (St. James, apostle)

“You do not know what you are asking.”
There is a way we think about prayer and praying. The problem so often is we don’t
know what we are asking. When we pray we are often praying to promote some agenda
in our own mind as if we knew what is best for us, just as James and John and their
mother thought they knew what is [was] best. This itself is the profound delusion. “You
do not know what you are asking for.” This is why God in his goodness and graciousness
often does not give us what we ask for.
Actually, what God is asking for us is something far greater than we ask for. But it’s
on a totally different track. So Jesus says, “Well, you shall have a share in what I have a
share in. You will have part of my life, and you will have part of my death. But as far as
sitting on my right and on my left, that is not even for me to say.” Another way of saying
that is that’s pretty irrelevant; that isn’t what you should be thinking about. But that is
what we think about. And there is a way in which all of our prayers are really about
sitting on God’s right hand or left, sharing in glory, achieving and succeeding at what we
have decided to achieve or succeed at. This has nothing to do with being a disciple. A
disciple is one who follows Jesus’ lead in service.
Now Jesus actually does not, in this particular text anyway, downgrade or do away
with the desire that the disciples have to be great. After all, the desire to be great is
somehow part of the desire to be like God. So Jesus is no Buddhist here. He does not
say extinguish your desires, but he rather tries to re-channel them. And we cannot have
our desires re-channeled unless we become aware of how we really don’t know what is
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for our own best. We need to realize life really is a mystery. And our own understanding
of what is good for ourselves and what is good for a people and what is good for life and
what is good, period, is flawed in a deep way. This is the direct result of the sin of Adam.
We pretend to be like God deciding what is good and evil. We cannot decide what is
good and evil. Only God knows what is good and evil. God is the creator of everything,
and God knows the purpose of everything.
So to be a true disciple of God and to really achieve greatness—which is desirable—
it’s necessary to be utterly humble, acknowledging our own ignorance even in regard to
what to pray for. But our ignorance does not mean that we don’t know anything. Jesus
does teach us some basic truths of life; and one of them is that if we want to be like God,
which is very desirable and the true road to greatness, we have to learn how to serve, how
to serve in love, how to suffer in love. That is the very nature of God revealed in the
person, in the body and in the life of Jesus. And if this is not desirable to us, then we will
never be disciples.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Nurture Your Potential
7:00 a.m.
Ex 20:1-17;

Sixteenth Week in Ordinary Time Friday, July 27, 2001
Mt 13:18-23
(Parable of the Sower)

“Mark well the parable of the sower.”
Parables are symbolic ways of speaking about our experience, but we have to mark
them well. We often don’t. We expect that someone will explain them to us, which is
helpful. Or we think they’re just very simple little things that don’t really make much
difference.
In the parable of the sower there is a profound teaching, and that is we are all but
seeds! What you see is not what you get; we are merely seeds! No one unaccustomed to
looking at trees would ever suspect that an acorn would produce an oak tree. An acorn
doesn’t look anything like an oak tree. And we look nothing like the beings whose seeds
we are.
But the problem is, as every farmer will tell you, as every gardener will tell you, that
just planting seeds by itself is not going to assure any kind of growth. Seeds have to be
nurtured. Seeds have to be watered. Seeds have to be fed. And it’s very possible that
seeds can be lost. The same is true of people. People are all seeds. Some people are
planted in favorable circumstances, and some people aren’t. But where people differ
from other plants, people can change the circumstances in which they are planted. People
can become their own gardeners—that other plants cannot do. In fact, if you go back to
the Book of Genesis, Adam and Eve were created to be gardeners—that’s the original
idea. Gardeners of what? Gardeners really of themselves. That’s our role on earth.
Now on this earth we are not thrown simply into the midst of something without any
help. The whole story of Scripture is how God intervenes to help nurture beings who are

Nurture Your Potential

free, basically, to do as they please. The meaning of the Decalogue, read in the first
reading, is if you are heeding what I am trying to do for you, if you want to cooperate
with the life I’m trying to give you, if you want freedom, if you want growth, if you want
prosperity, then you need to cooperate. I have brought you out of Egypt; now you have
to do your part; you have to respond to this invitation. This is how you nurture the life of
your community, nurture respect for others and respect for others’ rights. Don’t live a
life centered on yourself and your own expectations. “Mark well the parable of the
sower.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Coexistence of the Just and Unjust Sixteenth Week in Ordinary Time Saturday,
July 28, 2001 8:00 a.m. Ex 24:3-8; Mt 13:24-30 (Parable of the Wheat and Weeds)

Another parable about seeds! Recall recently we talked about the parable of the sower
in which seeds are people: “The seed falling on the earth are those who,” and so on.
Sometimes, of course, the image of seed refers to the word of God, but not here. Here it
refers to people. We are seeds; we are put on earth to grow.
And as we grow, we find that there are weeds and wheat growing together; that is,
there are good and evil people on earth. Sometimes people wonder why God doesn’t deal
with the unjust. This parable is dealing with that issue. On this coming Sunday there is a
reading from the Book of Genesis, where Abraham addresses God concerning the
impending destruction of Sodom. And Abraham says to God, “Will you destroy the just
with the unjust?” And God says, “No, I won’t destroy the just with the unjust.” As
things turn out, there are no just people in Sodom. But in the world there are some just
people. And the point of this parable is that God cannot destroy the unjust, he cannot
destroy the wicked, without destroying the good and the just as well! That’s why that for
a time there has to be this coexistence of good and evil. It is precisely to protect the
good.
Now this works both ways. On the one hand, the evil survive in order to protect the
good. On the other hand, the good are protecting the evil so that they can survive and
perhaps change. We have to keep in mind about human beings that human beings have
free will. Other seedlings don’t. An acorn has no choice except to grow up to be an oak
tree. Human seedlings can choose as they grow what kind of plant they become. After
all, what is a weed anyway but a misplaced plant?—so my dad tells me! In the exercise
of our freedom, our free will, we can choose to become what we’re not at the present
time through the power of the grace of God. So the good have a very important purpose
in the world, not only to spread the good news of Christ, not only to represent the
kingdom of God, but to preserve the earth from the inevitable destruction that would take
place without them—witness Sodom! Witness your garden if you don’t take care of it!
Parables are meant for us to think about.

Coexistence of the Just and Unjust

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Jesus’ Idea of Prayer
Seventeenth Sunday in Ordinary Time/C July 29, 2001
Saturday Vigil, July 28, 2001 5:00 p.m. Gn 18:20-32; Col 2:12-14; Lk 11:1-13

“Lord, teach us to pray just as John taught his disciples.”
We have to keep in mind that what Jesus is doing is teaching his disciples how to
pray, which is not exactly the same thing as saying what to say. He gives them the
framework of what prayer is. Now we recall this framework every time we say the
Our Father, but the Our Father was not given to us so that we could repeat it a million
times. It was given so that we would understand what prayer is.
Basically, there are two issues that Jesus focuses on—actually the whole reading is
rather long—but today we can look at two issues. The first rather obvious one—but not
so obvious—whom are we addressing? Of course, in prayer we’re addressing God, but
who is God? A great deal of this reading is about that. Who is God? Jesus insists that
God is a provident Father, who not only can, but also loves to give good things. And
this provident Father has created a creation, a world, a universe, in which we can seek
and find—that’s the way God created it. It’s not a universe in which we have been left in
the lurch. It’s not a world in which we are hopelessly lost. No, it’s a universe in which
we can seek and find, and we can knock and the door will be opened. So we are not in
any sort of hopeless situation, unless we don’t bother to seek, unless we don’t bother
to knock, unless we don’t bother to pray!
Now in this prayer we are addressing this very provident God, elsewhere Christ calls
him “Daddy, Abba,” and tells his disciples to pray to their heavenly “Abba,” their
heavenly Dad. But if God is the origin and the source of everything, God is also the one
who wants to relate to us; and therefore if we’re going to pray, we more or less have to
pray frequently. What father, for example, or what mother would be happy to hear from
the children only when they were in some sort of dire straights or when they needed
money? This would not be a very happy family! Likewise with God, God wants to
hear from us all the time. I asked someone some time ago, “Do you pray?” And the
answer was, “When I need to.” Well, that’s good, except that I don’t think this person
knew that everyday is “when I need to.” All the time is when we need to. We need to be
in touch with this Father because Jesus is trying to get across the idea that God has this
great heart desiring communication with his adopted children. God really wants to
give to them, but also wants to hear from them.
Communicating with God then is really a two-way street. It is really not we who are
convincing God to do what otherwise God wouldn’t want to do, like a child trying to
convince his parents to buy a toy. And Jesus criticizes this mentality. He says, “When
you pray, don’t rattle on like the pagans. They think by shear multiplication of words
they’re going to get somewhere.” We don’t pray to convince God to change anything—
although indeed something might need to be changed, but we’re not changing God’s
mind. We are praying to receive what God wants to bless us with, which exceeds our
own capacity to even desire. But in this dialogue, in this communication with God we
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call prayer, we begin to change because God influences our thinking and our feeling
and thereby our very behavior—if we keep in mind we are praying to a loving
Father. That is why idolatry and every sort of misconception of who God is, is so bad,
because if we spend our time praying to an image of a tyrant or an ogre, we will become
more tyrannical and ugly. If we pray to the image of God as God really is, which is
revealed in Christ, we become more like that. Prayer does change people and makes
us better able to avail ourselves of the blessings that God has in store for us. That’s
the first point.
The second one is that prayer is ultimately about desire. In other words, prayer is
not necessarily what you say; prayer is really what you want. Now unlike the Buddha,
who instructed his followers to cease desiring, Jesus instructs his disciples to focus and
prioritize their desires. Whatever it is we want most, that’s what we’re praying for,
whether we realize it or not! What are our priorities? There are even, and have been in
the history of the Church, some very formal novenas all oriented toward some particular
goal, maybe a good one, but rather limited. Jesus starts from the other direction. He
says, “Put first honoring the name of God.” Number one priority: honor God’s name!
Perhaps the reason why some people find it so embarrassing or awkward to pray is that
they really use God’s name so often in vanity, in emptiness, in silliness—even in
obscenity! If we’re going to address God, we begin by honoring the name of God,
because by honoring the name of God we’re honoring God. By honoring the name of
God we are approaching intimacy and acknowledging we want to not only respect but
also get close to God. So that’s the first thing if we want to pray. We have to know to
whom we’re praying, and we have to honor God, desiring to get close to him.
Perhaps even more difficult for us to understand or to see the need for, is praying for
the kingdom. We say so often, “Thy kingdom come.” What does that mean? It means
that we desire deeply and strongly that God’s kingdom of justice and peace and
mercy be established on earth, be established in us, be established in our
relationships, in our businesses, in our families. That’s more important than ninetynine percent of the things we pray for! The first thing is honoring God. The second thing
is wanting God’s plans to materialize for this earth and for the people who live here.
After that comes our daily bread, which means everything we need. Everything
we need, mind you, is not necessarily everything we might have a desire for; but we
have to actually want first what we need. Do we really have a right to pray for and to
desire things that are frivolous? I will leave you with that question; you can answer it
yourself! But faith plays a role here: believing that God really has a purpose in the
creation, believing that God has a purpose for each of us, believing that if all of these
purposes were fulfilled, that would be the best possible world for everyone—trusting
that God will take care of everything if only we do our part, which involves praying
for the coming of the kingdom and wanting it. To summarize: our overall welfare is
much more dependent on the coming of the kingdom than on any sort of satisfaction of
personal wants. We might just wonder what the world would be like if the foremost
concern on everyone’s mind was the coming of God’s rule—but this is Jesus’ idea of
what prayer is!
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Tendency toward Idolatry
Seventeenth Week in Ordinary Time
Monday,
July 30, 2001 8:30 a.m. Ex 32:15-24, 30-34; Mt 13:31-35 (The Golden Calf)

Today we have the story of the golden calf from the Book of Exodus. Now on the one
hand, the story of the golden calf, like many other stories in the Old Testament, seems
rather far-fetched. How could a group of slaves escaping from Egypt, journeying through
the desert, have the means to create the golden calf. This requires both skill and also it
requires tools. Well, evidently they did not, but they did later. And what the author is
doing is trying to show that the infidelity to God, which became a predominant theme in
the history of the people in the land of Canaan, was really with them from the beginning.
In other words, they were never faithful—that’s what the story’s about, that in their hearts
they always were ready to stray.

Now what’s behind this is the idea that God has called a people out of slavery, not for
their own sake, but for his sake. He was not blessing them just to bless them; he was
blessing them so that they would be a mighty nation and a just nation, whose justice
would then reveal to the world the wonders of divine wisdom. And their lack of fidelity
was identical to their lack of identity. They didn’t understand that they were called to be
someone special in God’s sight, to live in a just way, to follow the stipulations of the law,
which we call the “Ten Commandments”; but it’s really more than that. It’s a covenant
with God. And people who follow a covenant with God need to keep in mind all the time
what God is asking of them. But the golden calf is exactly the opposite: it’s melding with
society; it’s going with the flow of the culture around; it’s forgetting about what makes a
person or group distinct; it’s forgetting about vocation. The golden calf is just following
the crowd. And the point of the author is that they’ve always been doing that.

Even before they had a calf, they had this tendency to stray away from their calling
and not to recognize how great is the calling they have from God. Well, this could be
said for the Christian Church as well. We have often strayed from the calling we have to
be a people set apart, set apart by a sense of justice, set apart by a sense of mercy, set
apart by knowledge of God.

Tendency toward Idolatry

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Undistinguished Evil
Seventeenth Week in Ordinary Time Tuesday, July 31, 2001
8:30 a.m.
Ex 33:7-11; 34:5-9, 28;
Mt 13:35-43 (St. Ignatius of Loyola) (The
Explanation of the Wheat and the Weeds)

“Let everyone heed what he hears!”
Again we have the explanation of the parable of the wheat and the weeds. And it has
to do with the need for good and evil to coexist at this particular time. But it also affirms
that there will be a time when good and evil will be separated. This is found in many
different ways in many images of the New Testament.
Now one thing I’d like to point out today is “those who draw others to apostasy, and
all evildoers,” what happens to them? “The angels hurl them into the fiery furnace where
they wail and grind their teeth.” The point I want to make is this, that when it comes to
evil there is no distinction. And why I say this is that Dante wrote that magnificent
poem, The Divine Comedy. But in that poem he turns inferno into an extremely
elaborate, orderly place. Well, there’s a problem with this. If evil is a privation of good,
it’s also a privation of order since order is good. Hell cannot be simply heaven in
reverse. That’s the way Dante presents it. The devil is on the bottom of this cone, and of
course, the interesting thing is the devil is in this place of utter frozenness. Well, that’s a
good image. Hell is a place of utter frozenness. That Dante had right. But unfortunately
he has this hierarchy as if there’s gradations of evil. Well, I think that’s wrong. It goes
against all the other images in the New Testament.
When it comes to evil they’re all together. In other words, in the Old Testament
there’s the word “Sheol,” this place of utter dissipation, utter entropy, utter equilibrium.
Everything is just worn down, worn out. Everything is all the same. And that’s a point I
don’t think people realize, that when it comes to evil there are no distinctions. It isn’t as
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if, well, Mao, who killed forty million people, gets a special place in hell because he was
so terrible. I don’t think that’s right. I think all people in hell are in the same place
because it’s a place of non-achievement. It’s the result of taking the easy road to
nothing! It’s no place!
Heaven, on the other hand, is a place of infinite variety, infinite gradations, where
every individual is totally unique and honored for their own personal way of
incorporating God into their lives. Totally different! So as we look around at ourselves
and look at the world today, we have to see that too—the desire for attaining what is
specific to ourselves, what God has called each of us to do. That’s important. And
failing that, there is nothing else to say!
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Marveling at Disbelief Seventeenth Week in Ordinary Time Friday, August 3, 2001
8:30 a.m. Lv 23:1, 4-11, 15-16, 27, 34-37; Mt 13:54-58 (Jesus in his native place)

Our text here says, “And he did not work many miracles there because of their lack of
faith.”
Well, that’s not exactly a very good translation! What the Greek really says is “He did
not work many miracles there because he marveled at their disbelief.” Now of course,
people today probably think, well, that’s more or less the same thing—but it isn’t. When
you say that “He did not work many miracles there because of their lack of faith,” when
you put it that way, it’s as if faith is a necessary ingredient in a person receiving. But that
isn’t what the gospel says. That would be faith-healing, faith a necessary ingredient to
receiving. Now in some cases it may be a necessary ingredient, but that’s not what the
text says. It says, “He”—Jesus—“did not work many miracles there because he
marveled”—meaning he couldn’t take. “Marveling” is an old English word; it isn’t used
too much anymore. It really means to be astounded, to be beside oneself, “because of
their disbelief.” So in other words, it isn’t simply they lacked something! They had
something bad; they disbelieved!
Why is this an important difference? Because belief is a choice. We choose to
believe; we choose to disbelieve. Belief is not a commodity that I have or don’t have; it’s
a choice I make or don’t make! And what this text is saying is that Jesus “did not,” and I
think in some translations it says, “he could not”—I haven’t looked that one up—he did
not or could not “work many miracles because” he was astounded by, because he was
assaulted by, because he was troubled by—“he marveled at disbelief,” at the refusal to
believe! This is something profoundly negative, something really, actually malicious. It
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isn’t just an absence of something. It’s just not that, oh well, they just didn’t have enough
belief so there they were. No! That’s not what it says. They chose not to believe. They
picked on him. They said, “Who is this guy anyway! He’s just the son of a carpenter.
He’s nobody! And don’t we know his relatives! They’re our neighbors.” It’s an
insidious type of reality—this refusal to believe. And it’s connected to cynicism! See?
“Oh, he’s just the son of a carpenter.” That’s cynicism. “Oh, we know his relatives, and
they’re nothing special.”
Jesus’ entire ministry was always based on the idea that he was beginning something
new. And he was beginning something new because God was beginning something new
in him. Well, God can do whatever God wants. And if God is going to do something
new, then what does one’s family have to do with it? Answer: nothing! And all the
evangelists go out of their way to express this idea that Jesus’ family has nothing to do
with this; it’s God doing this. Why is this important? Because in the ancient world very
much so, today even somewhat so, people think that we are determined in who we
become because of our families. This is not true—this is not true! We are a distinct,
unique creation of God; and we can respond to God in our freedom and become whatever
God wants us to become. Just because we have a poor family, or because we have a rich
family, or because we have a criminal family, or because we have a virtuous family, this
doesn’t mean anything! And that’s Christ’s message: everything starts anew from now
on. That’s why we have Baptism. Baptism is a way of saying look, “Flesh begets flesh,”
as John says, “but forget it!” That’s not what you are anymore. “Spirit begets spirit,”
and that begins in Baptism. We begin a new life. That’s what’s important.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Our True Wealth in God
Eighteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time/C August 5, 2001
Saturday Vigil, August 4, 2001
5:00 p.m. Eccl 1:2; 2:21-23; Col 3:1-5, 9-11;
Lk 12:13-21

“Thus will it be for all who store up treasure for themselves but are not rich in what
matters to God.”
Today’s readings are really probing a perennial question: What are we living for? In the
first reading, from the Old Testament, the Book of Ecclesiastes, the author there reveals a
very sad and dispirited soul who has not found any meaning in life. For him it’s all toil
and drudgery. Wisdom itself can be a prelude to faith, but it’s not faith itself. And
understanding that, there is something valid about this sad, dispirited point of view. It’s
not that far off. Without faith everything really is a waste, which is what vanity means;
everything is a waste, if we do not have a vision of life that includes a transcendent
dimension, a dimension that exceeds our own vision, our own touch, our own capacity to
know. This faith-vision, which goes beyond our ordinary vision, does not come from us.
It doesn’t come from our thoughts; it doesn’t come from our desires. It is really a gift.
And sometimes even the wise lack this gift. In the absence of a clear idea of what life is
about, it is very easy for people to become caught up in material things—owning and
possessing and controlling things, having and possessing and controlling money.
The two readings from the New Testament are reflecting on this particular side of the
question. The gospel alludes to this. Colossians also alludes to it: that when we make
possessing anything the real goal of our lives we have really fallen into a kind of idolatry.
That’s what greed is. Greed is a form of idolatry in which possessing is the goal of life—
money is what we desire. 1 Timothy says, “The love of money is the root of all evil.” Of
course that’s an exaggeration. It’s not the root of all evil, but it’s the root of a lot of evil;
and a lot of disorder in our society is rooted in a love of money, the belief that money will
make us happy. Of course everyone wants money; it does make life more convenient,
but it cannot make us happy. There’s a big difference! There’s a big difference between
being physically comfortable and being happy! Money cannot make us happy; money
cannot be the greatest good.
The fallacy of this point of view, this point of view of greed, which is so common, is
that nothing that is lower than ourselves can actually fulfill us. After all, we create
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money. We create wealth; we control it. So therefore, how could it fulfill our deepest
desires? That’s absurd! By its nature, because it’s lower than we are, it cannot satisfy
the true desires that are within us. Happiness and meaning can only come from that very
dimension I mentioned before, that dimension that exceeds our ability to control, that is
beyond our capacity to possess. Robert Browning once said, “Man’s reach must exceed
his grasp, or what’s a heaven for.”
Indeed, what matters is not what we have; what matters is who we are. And sadly, our
society has chosen to ignore this question. In the development of the finest material
society in the history of the world and the most comfortable one with the highest standard
of living, we have lost sight of who we are becoming, which is the essential spiritual
question. Thus we can be very wealthy in a worldly sense and yet “not rich in what
matters to God,” using today’s readings.
True wealth then is a quality of life that we assume by the imitation of Christ. “Christ,
Son though we was did not deem equality with God something to be grasped at, but
emptied himself.” And that emptying of himself is the way to prepare to receive the
greatest of all gifts, which is the gift of God. Through our Baptism we are invited into a
new reality of self, of who we are; and that means we have to really try to see through the
vain, wasteful activities that dominate the world and its citizens.
And the Letter to Colossians makes it clear that we are not citizens of this world. We
are citizens of another world. To “put on a new self” means not looking for happiness in
what is lower than we are, for that matter what is outside of ourselves, but in what is
higher and what is interior—ultimately to God and to the godly life that begins for us in
Baptism, a life we can now receive and live in union with Christ, a life which annihilates
all social distinctions. This is why the Letter to Colossians says, “Here there is not Greek
and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave, free; but Christ is all
and in all.” This is a life very different from people who belong to the world. The only
true wealth that the baptized have is the wealth of virtue—strange as that may seem. The
virtues that we practice are wealth because they affect who we are, and the Spirit that
God gives us for our enjoyment.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
True Wealth Only in God
Eighteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time/C August 5, 2001
10:30 a.m. Eccl 1:2; 2:21-23; Col 3:1-5, 9-11; Lk 12:13-21

“Thus will it be for all who store up treasure for themselves but are not rich in
what matters to God.”
Today’s readings—all three of them—raise the question: What are we living for? In
the first reading, from the Old Testament, the author named Qoheleth reveals a sad and
dispirited soul that has really never found an answer to that question. He has found no
meaning to life, and what’s left but “eat, drink, and be merry”? Now in one sense this is
a prelude to faith, but not faith itself. And we have to recognize there is something true
about this viewpoint of wisdom that if there is nothing more, then life is a waste.
“Vanity of vanities” is another way of saying life is just a waste! Unless we have a vision
of life that exceeds what the physical eye can behold and exceeds what our hands can
touch, we have no clue to the value and purpose to life. And this faith-vision does not
come from our thinking. It does not come from our desiring. It comes as a gift, and
sometimes even the wise lack it.
Now in the absence of a clear reason for living, people often simply get caught up
in the acquisition of material things. This is focused on the second and third readings.
Owning and possessing become the goal of life. That’s what the gospel story is about.
The second reading from Colossians also alludes to the fact that possessing as a goal of
life is really a form of idolatry. It’s saying that money is the greatest thing to desire. It’s
saying that money will make us happy. It’s saying that money is the greatest good,
and that is idolatry. The fallacy in this type of thinking is that anything that is
lower than we are can possibly bring us fulfillment! After all, we make money. We
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create wealth. Things are produced by human activity, so how could that bring
fulfillment to the human being? That would be an utterly self-centered view of life. The
truth is happiness and meaning come only from that very dimension we cannot touch,
that we cannot see physically—that very dimension that we cannot possess and we
cannot control. That is why happiness and meaning come to us as gift. Robert
Browning once said, “Man’s reach must exceed his grasp, or what’s a heaven for?”
Indeed what matters in life is not what we have, but rather who we are, or in the
words of today’s gospel “being rich in what matters to God.”
True wealth then is a quality of life that we assume by imitating Christ. It is
Christ “Son though he was that did not deem equality with God something to be grasped
at, but emptied himself.” It is by our imitating his self-emptying that we also find the
power to receive, the capacity to receive, the gift of God and godly life. “Putting on the
new self,” in the words of today’s second reading, begins by seeing through the vain and
wasteful activity that dominates the world and its citizens. And Colossians reminds us
we are not citizens of this world. We are citizens of a higher realm. It is to that realm we
must focus our attention. To “put on a new self” means not looking for our happiness in
what is lower than ourselves, but what is higher than ourselves, especially and ultimately
in God and in the godly life that we can receive and live in union with Christ, a life that
begins in our Baptism, a life in which all social distinctions evaporate as we become one
in Christ, where the only distinctions among us are the virtues we practice—strange
as that may seem. But it is actually only virtue that is “wealth in the sight of God”
because it is only virtue that influences who we are. And the Spirit, especially the joy
of the Spirit, God gives to those who believe and embark on this journey.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Beyond Appearances
Eighteenth Week in Ordinary Time
7:00 a.m. Dn 7:9-10, 13-14; 2 Pt 1:16-19; Lk 9:28-36

Monday, August 6, 2001
(The Transfiguration)

“But he did not know what he was saying.”

The story of Jesus’ transfiguration has many points to it, chiefly that we do not know
what we say any more than Peter did, and we do not know what we are seeing. The
transfiguration was, according to this reading, a change in Christ’s appearance; it was not
a change in his reality. From the very beginning of his birth he was already filled with
the glory, and we may add that from the very moment of our Baptism we are also filled
with the very glory of God!

But this we do not see, and we do not see it because we are asleep, That’s the second
point in this reading: that Peter, James, and John were overcome with sleep. Now you
can interpret this simply meaning that they got tired and fell asleep, or you could interpret
it to mean that the normal state in which people live is a kind of sleep in which we do not
actually see reality, but merely the images that we dream up. And there is some actual
scientific basis for the idea that we are always dreaming even during the day, and that the
reality that we claim to behold is largely of our own making—not one hundred percent,
but largely! Now for a moment Peter, James, and John awoke, that is, they saw reality as
it really is. They saw the reality of Jesus, and also can we! At moments in our lives we
have intimations of the glory we carry around with us, even though truly in “earthen
vessels,” as St. Paul says.

The third point, of course, is that Peter wanted to stay there: “Let us build some tents.”
That’s why he didn’t know what he was talking about. Of course the reason for that is
that life constantly moves. And when we have moments when we are close to God we
cannot hold on to them, and we should not try. They are simply given to us so that we
can be reaffirmed, as Jesus was reaffirmed by the voice: “This is my beloved Son.” We
are all beloved children of God too. But we can’t stay on the mountaintop! We have
been sent on a mission, as was Christ; and we have to be about our Father’s business.

Beyond Appearances

Peace Amid Turmoil Eighteenth Week in Ordinary Time Tuesday, August 7, 2001
7:00 a.m. Nm 12:1-13; Mt 14:22-36 (St. Sixtus II and his companions, St. Cajetan)
(Walking on the Water)

“Lord, if it is really you, tell me to come to you across the water.”
Scripture has many different ways of expressing teachings, and stories about what
Jesus does is one of them. But a story about what Jesus does, such as this one, is very
closely associated with parables. It’s more or less a parable in action. We have to
understand the setting, first of all. Jesus sends his disciples off in a boat; he goes up a
mountain. These are very loaded symbols! A lake with waves churning about is a very
clear image of ordinary life. In ordinary life we are often as if in a boat; we are tossed
around by forces that are much greater than we are. Our awareness is pulled this way and
then that way. We are subject to raw emotions, one of the main ones of which is fear.
Fear often dictates what we do; even more so it dictates what we say or don’t say or don’t
do. This is the apostles; this is their life.
Jesus, on the other hand, isn’t with them in the physical sense or in the psychological
or spiritual sense either. He goes up the mountain; that is a different place. That is really
the place of prayer. That is a place of being in the presence of God. In the Bible you
notice God is usually on mountaintops, or is more approachable on mountaintops. This
has to do with something in ourselves, that we must rise up to the mountain within
ourselves to the higher points of our own awareness. We can find this mountain as Jesus
did; it’s not a physical place. It’s meant to represent something, a place of peace, a place
of awareness of God, where the powers of the world do not toss us about, where raw
emotions aren’t dictating what we do and say, and don’t do and don’t say. It’s a true
place of freedom.

Peace Amid Turmoil

And the story of the walking on the water is a story of Jesus bringing that place, that
place of quiet and peace and freedom, to the apostles in the midst of their turmoils. And
Peter, as always or as usual, is the spokesman: “Lord, if it is really you, tell me to come
to you across the water.” Of course, this indicates the naivete we all have: “Well, God,
just tell me!” And Jesus says, “Okay, come.” The problem isn’t God. It never was. The
problem is in Peter. “What little faith you have. Why did you falter?” Our lives are in
turmoil because of the little faith we have. We falter because we don’t really believe in
the presence of God. In a sense we have to say that Peter let himself fall into the water.
But even here the Lord did save him. It’s important we find ourselves also on that boat
and learn the lesson Jesus was trying to teach.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Our Ambiguity with Human and God’s Standards
Eighteenth Week in Ordinary
Time Thursday, August 9, 2001
7:00 a.m.
Nm 20:1-13;
Mt 16:13-23
(Votive Mass for St. Peter) (Rebuke of Peter)

“You are not judging by God’s standards but by man’s.”
Today the gospel author is making a point about Peter, who of course represents the
Church and the believer. On the one hand, Peter is able to speak the revelation of God:
“You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God!” But on the other hand, that same
Peter, who is the rock upon which Jesus builds his Church, who is the one to whom Jesus
entrusts the keys to the kingdom, that very same Peter is also capable of becoming Satan,
trying to trip Jesus up, judging by human standards, not by God’s standards.
And we have to keep in mind that this ambiguity always lies within us as individuals
and as Church. We can be open to the revelation of God, but we also can judge by
human standards and not God’s. But the Church is not based on human judgments. The
rock part, the meaning of the name “Peter, Petros” has to do with the faith part, the
capacity we have to listen and to speak the revelation of God. And while holding fast to
that possibility and recognizing the guarantee that Jesus has given to his Church never to
depart, the guarantee Jesus has given to the Church that his word will always prevail
within it, that cannot blind us to the possibility that any one of us or all of us together at a
certain time and a certain place might well start judging by human standards. And this is
part of our reality, our personal, individual reality; it’s part of our reality as parish; it’s
part of our reality as diocese; it’s part of our reality even in the universal Church. So we
need to listen to God if we expect to speak for God.

Our Ambiguity with Human and God’s Standards

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Cross Means Death!
Eighteenth Week in Ordinary Time Friday, August 10, 2001
7:00 a.m.
2 Cor 9:6-10; Mt 16:24-28 (St. Lawrence) (Take up your cross)

“If a man wishes to come after me, he must deny his very self, take up his cross, and
begin to follow in my footsteps.”

This gospel according to Matthew is the daily gospel for today, and it’s more
appropriate for the feast of St. Lawrence than the one assigned for the feast of St.
Lawrence, because Lawrence was exactly such a man who took up his cross.

Now the cross is a sign and an instrument of death, and it is often diluted in the minds
of the faithful by well-meaning people who refer to things as, for example, arthritis as a
“cross.” Well, arthritis may be a pain, and it may be a great difficulty, and I don’t want
to diminish the suffering it causes, but it is not the cross because the cross is about death!
And taking up one’s cross means living one’s life with death in mind, which Lawrence
did. Lawrence spent his life as a deacon; and deacons in the early Church, like our
deacons today, served the poor. He spent himself for others, and this is the way to life.

Now Jesus asked the question: “What profit would a man show if he were to gain the
whole world and ruin himself in the process?” This is happening every day! People are
gaining the whole world and losing themselves! Look at, for example, the rich and
famous. Look at many movie stars. They have great fame and popularity, but their own
personal lives are nothing but tragedies! For spiritual reading I highly recommend a
biography of J. D. Rockefeller. This is spiritual reading by way of bad example; the idea
is once you read how he turned out, you will never want to follow his way. He died a
very sad, lonely, bitter man—but of course very rich and very powerful and very envied,
strangely enough, by many in the world.

Now in contrast there’s the story of Andrew Carnegie, who in his early life was very
greedy and ruthless, but who actually made a turn somewhere—long before he died. And
he began to recognize his great responsibility to not only the poor but to the public, as he
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called them, the common good. And he decided to give away all his money before he
died, and he took great delight in doing this! And he created almost an avalanche of
competition in the same direction. Many wealthy people, seeing what he was doing, did
the same thing; but they didn’t do it for the same reason. He did it because he saw it was
the right thing to do. He was not copycatting someone else. He built libraries because he
really wanted people to have books. He put millions of dollars into the universities
because he really wanted to support education, and the education of common people,
even the children of the workers who to some degree he worked against as their boss in
an earlier time.

In fact, he did not give away his money to his children. He said, “That would only
ruin them.” And he died with very little money to his name. I don’t know how much,
but his millions were gone! And he said that no honorable man should ever die with
money. And he was the one who promoted, incidentally, the estate tax, that has now
been attacked by various people, such as the president. He actually promoted that. Why?
He said, “If people are so dishonorable that they die with money, the government should
take it from them. It would only ruin their children.” So he was a man who actually
found in the process of gaining the world that it wasn’t worth having, except insofar as he
could do some good for others.

Two examples from the last couple hundred years that we can look at! Lawrence from
much farther away speaks to us from within our tradition about the need to take up our
cross and to think about life from the standpoint of death.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The Four Ends of Prayer
August 11, 2001 8:00 a.m.

Eighteenth Week in Ordinary Time Saturday,
Phil 3:8-14; Mt 17:14-20 (St. Clare) (Need for trust)

“Because you have so little trust,” he told them.”
This is, of course, one of the many stories of the disciples missing the point and failing
to respond in a positive way to Jesus and his teachings, and thereby incorporating the
power that Jesus was giving them into their own ministry. Now Jesus says the reason
why they are unable to help this particular lad was that they have so little trust. Trust
begins, of course, not with us but with God and God’s plans. So the first part of trust is
trusting that God has us in his great plans. But God’s plans may have very little or
nothing to do with our plans, but what we push all the time is our own plans. And even
in our prayers far too often they’re all preoccupied with what we want and what we think
we need—but no discernment about what do we really need!
The Church teaches that there are four ends of prayer. Adoration and praise is one,
contrition is two, thanksgiving is three, petition is four. Are our prayers really balanced
among these four ends? Do we really praise God for just being God, for one thing? Are
we properly contrite, which means do we really reflect on our own responsibilities in life
and acknowledge where we don’t follow God, acknowledging where we really have
failed to respond to God’s love or his requirements? His requirements, of course, are to
be virtuous, to be fruitful, to bear fruit that endures—that’s the ultimate requirement, to
be joyful, to be loving—these are the fruits of the Spirit. Where do they come from?
From the Spirit. But the Spirit is given as a gift. Have we really received the gift, or
have we been preoccupied with ourselves? That is the basis of contrition: our
acknowledgement of our self-preoccupation and self-absorption. That should be twenty-
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five percent of our prayer—every day! Thanksgiving—do we acknowledge God’s gifts
to us all the time, especially the gift of life itself? No, I don’t think so; we take life for
granted—life is just there! We want the adornments; and we even let our society and our
culture tell us what adornments we should have. Thus petition takes over our entire life
of prayer. Well, of course, this is not going to work. It will be ineffective prayer; it is not
based on faith; it is not based on trust. The same with the disciples—nothing new here.
Now in this particular case it is about a perduring sense of evil, in this case a physical
manifestation.
Do we set limits on what God can do? Well, apparently the disciples did. Of course,
that’s not living with trust. It’s up to God to direct our lives; it’s up to us to follow. It is
not up to us to set limits upon what God can do, deciding well, this is just something I
have to bear with. Maybe, maybe not. Maybe it’s in the will of God, maybe not. We
don’t know anything without discernment. And no one person, including the pope, can
discern all by himself. So we need the help of other believers, which implies some sort
of community, some shared faith experience, in order to pray. So faith implies the need
for faith sharing, faith sharing—a necessary component to a life of prayer.
Now of course, Jesus used parabolic statements. But let’s not overdue the sense of
exaggeration. When he says, “If you say to this mountain move, it will move,” there are
true mountains in our lives. Let’s not underestimate what God can and will do when we
trust in him.

2

The Four Ends of Prayer

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Personal Responsibility because of Our Gifts Nineteenth Sunday in Ordinary
Time/C August 12, 2001 8:45 a.m. Wis 18:6-9; Hb 11:1-2, 8-19; Lk 12:32-48
(Preparedness for the Master’s Return)

“Much will be required of the person entrusted with much, and still more will be
demanded of the person entrusted with more.”

The gospel today begins by saying how pleased God is to give the kingdom to his
little flock, but it ends with a very sober call to responsibility. These two ideas are not
unrelated nor are they contradictory. God wants to give, but to receive requires a
certain sort of responsibility. After all, the gift God gives is precious; and we need the
ability to appreciate what it is that is offered. And we can only grow in appreciation of
what God is offering incrementally as we grow as mature stewards of the things we
have. So through the use of things, we come to appreciate what is not a thing. From the
material we gain an appreciation of the spiritual. From small things we move to greater
things. And this is responsibility, responding to what God is offering.

Now this contrasts very sharply with the teaching of certain evangelicals who say that
all we need is faith. Clearly from today’s reading and many others in the gospel, that is
not true. Faith or trust is the necessary beginning of our life with God, but life is
constant growth, constant change, constant evolution. And we are to grow in our
relationship with God, and we grow in our relationship with God in relation to how
we handle our daily affairs, how we handle the jobs we have, how we handle our
present business—including our family business.

Now we live in a culture that talks a lot about relativity, and some believe everything
is relative: moral values, beauty, truth. Well, in a sense this is true; it is all relative, but it
is not relative to our own personal opinions or feelings. It is relative to the objective
order inherent in the universe, without which the universe couldn’t work, without which
nothing could live, without which nothing could exist. This order is actually the mind
of God immanent in the creation, and this is what Jesus is referring to in today’s
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reading: the mind of God intimately bound up with, immanent—that means living
in the creation.

We can all see that people are different. We have different abilities. We have
different talents. We come from different kinds of families. We are given different
opportunities from the very beginning. Thus God looks at us exactly as we are. In that
sense there is never any level playing field because we aren’t level; we’re different!
Some of us are followers; most of us are followers. Few of us are leaders. “From those
to whom much has been given, much will be required; from those to whom more has
been given, more shall be required.” What God requires is all related to who they are
in his sight, not what they think, not what we think, not what we feel, but what God sees
objectively in us, what he knows we are or can be, what he knows we can do—in truth.
And to waste what actually we have been given, our potential, is not only a great
tragedy, it is a terrible sin! Perhaps we need to think more about this kind of sin. It is
not simply breaking a rule. It can’t be reduced to some little set of laws. It’s much more
basic.

No matter what the circumstances of our personal lives are, whether we are rich and
talented or poor and struggling or somewhere in between, everyone of us is created for
service to the kingdom of God. And every single person has something to
contribute. And according to this gospel reading, the main point is we cannot fulfill this
responsibility without a sense of expectation. It is easy to be lulled into a certain kind of
sleep. But the expectation the gospel is speaking of is a sense that nothing can remain the
way it is, life is in no way finished, we all have to continue to grow and develop either
in a good way or a bad one—and we choose. And the only positive outcome of life can
be for those who dedicate their lives—whatever they are, whatever their service is or
whatever their mastery is—to God, so that the most menial task is a gift to God.
That’s the reference to the slaves. Or being in charge of the house, being the master,
waiting for the thief, protecting others, that too has to be done with alertness and
expectation so that everything, whether we are servants or masters, is really a gift.
Otherwise both life and death will catch us off-guard.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
People Change Nineteenth Week in Ordinary Time Monday, August 13, 2001
8:30 a.m. Dt 10:12-22; Mt 17:22-27 (Sts. Pontian and Hippolytus)

Today we celebrate the memorial of Pontian and Hippolytus. These are two men who
were actually bitter rivals, even though they were churchmen. Pontian was a pope.
Hippolytus was actually an anti-pope, meaning he claimed to be a pope when he wasn’t.
And both of them ended up as friends and saints. How did that happen? Both of them
were exiled by the political powers and sent into exile on the island of Sardinia. And
since they were both suffering the same fate, they, I guess, buried their hatchets and
became friends!

But in this there is an important lesson, and that is that we are constantly changing.
And Hoppolytus was actually somewhat heretical, at least he was condemned for heresy,
as well as being an anti-pope, because he was too rigorous. That means he didn’t want to
accept back into the Church those who had erred. Rigorous are people who say, “No,
once you fail or once you leave, you’re gone—you’re not coming back!” And the pope,
Pontian, and his successor, St. Anterus, opposed this view. And in fact, Rome was
always the center of reconciliation, and not laxity but leniency, in regard to returning
sinners, especially heretics. And that has been a very important lesson because people
change. Hoppolytus gave up his rigidity. After all, what inspired his rigidity was a
misunderstanding of what God wanted. He wasn’t doing it out of malice; he was doing it
out of a misunderstanding. His suffering, however, softened him.

And so we have to realize this, and the Church does realize this, that people change.
So we don’t judge people the way they are right now. That’s a good reason for not being
judgmental. We recognize what’s wrong—we have to—but we don’t judge them. We
help them move toward reconciliation.

People Change

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
To Be Like a Child Nineteenth Week in Ordinary Time Tuesday, August 14, 2001
8:30 a.m. Dt 31:1-8; Mt 18:1-5, 10, 12-14 (St. Maximilian Mary Kolbe)

We should be very grateful to the disciples for asking so many pertinent questions that
we would have to ask if we were in their place, or we would have to ask ourselves today
if we wanted to grow.

And today they’re, of course, asking the question about self-importance. “Who is the
most important in the kingdom of God?” Well, this is an important question. What is,
after all, important and who is important? Jesus, of course, doesn’t directly answer the
question, but rather he calls a child forth and he says, “Now, you have to become like
this.” Well, what is it about a child that is desirable? First of all, children grow up, and
in his time even more so than today, in the world of adults. Today we actually are much
more aware of children than they were at that time. We have all kinds of toys and stores
just oriented toward children. We have television shows and movies oriented for
children. At that time nothing was oriented for children. It was an adult world, and
children were invisible.

Now you have to keep this is mind: when Jesus calls forth a child, this is an invisible
person. In fact, when the Jews counted, they didn’t count children—they didn’t even
count women either most of the time. They only counted adult men. That was their idea
of what was important. So he is picking someone from a class that doesn’t even count—
that’s the first thing.

Secondly, children have something in their favor that makes them terribly disposed to
the kingdom of God. It’s natural actually. Children have the capacity to learn. The older
we get, the more we get set in our ways. And of course, to some degree this is necessary.
I was reading recently from a book by a prominent scientist, and he said that as people
get older, they get more set in their ways; and this is mostly true of scientists. When we
think of science it’s people interested in all kinds of new research. Well, he said that was
not really so because new ideas threaten all these wonderful books and theories that

To Be Like a Child

scientists have built up and perhaps been rewarded for. So they are not so open, but
adults generally aren’t. They’re not open to every kind of new thing because—why?
Because we have learned. We have learned so much, and so our experience is important.
What Jesus is saying is that it’s not that important! What you have learned is nothing in
regard to what there is to learn. So now you have to become like a child realizing you
don’t know anything.

Sean will tell you, right?—that he doesn’t know anything, right? Yeah, he’s admitting
it! Children know this. They know they don’t know anything—until they become
teenagers! Then, of course, they become convinced that their parents are totally stupid
and don’t know anything, and now they have to fight. Well, that’s also part of nature; it’s
part of preparing them for independence.

But Jesus is saying, “Now look, you have to become like this child and realize you
don’t know anything. And you don’t really count in the sense that people want to count,
want to be first.” That’s really a wrong way of feeling. That’s not where our value
comes from. Value really comes from the fact that God loves us.

And then he tells the story about the shepherd and the sheep, which is a very farfetched story, as if any shepherd would really leave ninety-nine sheep unattended and go
after one! He’d end up with one—maybe! The rest would just wander away! But the
point is that God just so loves every individual so much that he would be so unreasonable
as to leave ninety-nine unattended sheep and go after just one. That’s where we get our
importance. That’s where we get our value. It isn’t from who we are! We get it from
who God is!
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Mary’s Assumption and Our Future Solemnity of the Assumption of the Blessed
Virgin Mary August 15, 2001 7:30 p.m. Rv 11:19; 12:1-6, 10; 1 Cor 15:20-27;
Lk 1:39-56

Today we celebrate the Solemnity of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin into
heaven. And recently three different questions have come my way from parishioners
about heaven and about life. One question was: Did Mary really physically go to
heaven? The second was: Is heaven really a physical place? And the third was: What is
life anyway? All these questions relate to the very meaning of this mystery of the
Assumption of the Blessed Mother into heaven. And if you haven’t ever thought about
what it means, perhaps now is the time to do so.

The last question is really the first: What is life anyway? When we say something is
alive, what do we mean? We mean that there’s a flow of energy that runs through this
particular thing, be it a flower, an insect, a bird, a person, that is totally distinct from the
environment around it. And every living thing to stay alive has to maintain a distinction,
a separation, between itself and the environment; and we call that distinction the “soul.”
Every living thing has a soul. Every living thing has a distinct form of energy that’s
different from the environment around it. Now when we say something is dead, we mean
that there is no more distinction. A dead flower, a dead insect, or a dead person has
energy all right, but it is energy in complete union with the environment around it. And
in the Bible this is called “returning unto dust.” Physicists call it “achieving
equilibrium.” This is what happens in death.

Now in the resurrection of Christ, we see that Jesus really and truly died. However,
before his body ever achieved equilibrium with the environment, in other words before it
ever became one with the earth, before it ever decayed, something else happened that we
cannot study and we cannot examine and we really can’t understand; but his body was
lifted out of this earth, this earthly environment. And yet even though Jesus’ body
received a new and peculiar and mysterious form of life that Scripture calls “glory,” he
was able to make contact with his friends. He was able to eat with them. He was able to
do things that we cannot do, such as go through solid walls. He was able to disappear.

Mary’s Assumption and Our Future

He was able to present himself in a way that was unrecognizable even to his dearest and
closest friends. So he was definitely operating under laws we cannot understand, and this
we call the “resurrection of Christ.”

Why we have the feast of the Assumption of the Blessed Mother is very important
because Mary, as the first disciple of Jesus, was assumed into the same life Jesus lives
in—glory. Mary is totally and utterly human, as we are totally and utterly human. The
fact that she did not sin does not mean that she was not human. We are kidding ourselves
when we say, “Well, it’s only human; I have to be sinful.” That’s false. Mary was
perfectly human and not sinful. Sin is not irrevocably bound up with human nature. Sin
comes through human volition that is contrary to the will of God. We are sinners, and
thus God allows our bodies to undergo corruption.

And yet, the promise of the resurrection is for each of us as well: that through the
power of God’s loving mercy we can be transformed as Mary was transformed into glory.
And we shall live a heavenly life in resurrected bodies. What that means we cannot
explain. But it means that heaven is not simply an idea; it’s not simply a spiritual, sort of
vacuous existence. It is an existence more real than our present existence. It has
everything we have now and more! And the Church proposes that we see in Mary an
exemplar of what we too shall be. And this is a very different way of thinking about life.
You have probably heard this statement—I probably will get it a little off, but—“What I
am now, you shall be.” It was actually found on a skeleton, put there by some poet. But
that is not our faith. Our faith affirms that what Mary is, we shall be, as we are redeemed
and loved into wholeness and health and sanctity and purity. We look to her to see our
future.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Freedom by Forgiving Debts
Nineteenth Week in Ordinary Time Thursday,
August 16, 2001 7:00 a.m. Jos 3:7-11, 13-17; Mt 18:21—19:1 (The Merciless
Official)

“Today’s parable is a reminder that we are simultaneously debtors and creditors in
life. Unfortunately, we rarely keep this in mind. We are rarely aware of what we owe,
that is, our debts; we’re normally aware of what people owe us—our credits. And this
one-sided type of awareness is rather endemic to the human nature; it’s just the way
people are. We are very quick to feel cheated. We are very quick to feel that someone
owes us something. We’re not so quick to see what we owe.

And we can see that the school in which we learn this lopsided way of thinking is
actually our own families. As children, we can be very demanding of our parents, not
simply in terms of what we want from them in terms of things and toys and stuff, but
moreover that kind of attention and emotional investment we feel we are entitled to. And
there are many wounded people walking around the earth whose basic and fundamental
complaint is that their parents didn’t really love them enough. And it’s hard to imagine
how much misery this feeling causes, and I would believe also how many psychosomatic
illnesses it is the cause of, this basic feeling of being cheated out of what I deserve,
especially the love I deserve, the attention I deserve, the appreciation I deserve.

Well, Jesus is very clear that if we are going to hold on to the debts we believe people
owe us—and especially the emotional debts, I may add—we will never ever be free! We
will be tortured. And this torment, this torturing, is something that only we can stop; and
we stop it by letting go of our debts, by letting go of what we think people owe us—then
we can be truly free. And in this wonderful world that God has created, when we are
truly free of debts, then as if by magic, we’re also free of what we owe. I can only say,
“What a deal!”

Freedom by Forgiving Debts

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Life Is a Struggle
Funeral
Is 25:6-9;
1 Cor 15:51-57;

Ann Staray
Thursday,
August 16, 2001
Jn 14:1-6
(God Will Destroy Death Forever)

“On this mountain he will destroy the veil that veils all peoples, the web that is woven
over all nations; he will destroy death forever.”
When the prophet Isaiah wrote these words I doubt he had any idea what he was
saying—or at least not much of an idea. Surely he didn’t know exactly how God would
do this. How would God destroy death? Well, for us to realize how God has destroyed
death we have to realize what death is.
Now if you read through the Old Testament, you will see many references to life as
being burdensome; and there is a constant theme of lament, especially in the book called
the “Psalms” and the books of wisdom, a constant lamenting about how difficult life is.
In contrast, in modern times, we lament, too, the difficulties of life. But we tend to blame
not life itself; but we blame, for example, the pollution of our environment; or we blame
the difficulties of modern work; or we blame the overcrowded cities we have to live in; or
we blame the congestion; or we blame this or that—circumstances as it turns out. But
rarely do people understand that life itself is a burden of its nature.
And from a biblical point of view that means that life isn’t yet complete. There is
something missing, and of course, in the Old Testament the pieces of the puzzle weren’t
there! Even people of the deepest faith didn’t know. The prophets didn’t know: What is
the ultimate piece to the puzzle of life? But they did know life was a burden of itself, that
to live meant to struggle and to contend against nature, and that the day a person gave up
that struggle, that person was dead! And that is a very realistic and true insight. Life is a
struggle; life is a battle, and the day we give up the struggle we are dead because nature,
the earth, the environment we live in, in a sense wants us to be at peace with it. And if
we’re at peace with it, we’re dead. Harmony with the earth means we decay with the
earth. “Remember man that you are dust, and unto dust you shall return.” That’s what
the physicists call “equilibrium.”
And from the standpoint of the Old Testament, of course, there was something wrong
with this picture. Why would God create this remarkable experience of struggle and
contending and difficulty and burden and then let it all fade away? The prophet Isaiah
said, “Well, it’s not going to fade away because eventually God is going to remove the
veil, the veil that veils our eyes from reality, from truth. And he is going to destroy
death, that web which is woven over all nations.” And he has. God has done this in
Christ by raising Christ into a new environment, by taking Christ out of what we’re used
to, a world that tends toward decay and corruption and death. He has raised him up to
new life.
And yesterday we celebrated the Assumption of the Blessed Mother—body and soul
into heaven—again, God raising to new life the Mother of God. It is our belief that we
too shall be raised to the very same life and be restored body and soul to a life we can
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barely imagine. As St. Paul tells us in Corinthians, “Eye has not seen, ear has not heard,
the mind of man has not imagined what God has prepared for those who love him.” And
Jesus in today’s gospel reading is talking about that place. It’s not where we are; it’s
where he is. And he shall come to take us with him. And in that new environment we
will be both at peace and ultimately alive because we will have God’s life, and in God’s
life all opposites come together. In God there can be life without struggle, but only in
God, not on earth. And this is what our faith beckons us to believe and invites us to
anticipate in the choices we make everyday. One person’s life is not like another’s.
Why? Because of the varying degrees which they either anticipate the eternal life of God
or don’t at all or something in between.
When Ann’s body came into the narthex, I blessed the body with the holy water that
recalls the font of Baptism from which we receive new life, a new life which transcends
this earth. The candle burns with the light of Christ, a symbol of the light which is God,
which has come into our world to rescue us from darkness. Now Ann in her life made
something of herself and created the bond of love that you all experience—the reason
why you’re here today. She raised children. She shared her life. And on her deathbed
her children were there returning the favor, a sure and certain sign of goodness and
Christian vocation.
Now for the rest of us, we need to use this opportunity, this day of burial, as a wakeup call also for ourselves that we will use every moment of our existence and not waste a
minute. Now wasting a minute, of course, does not mean not resting—it means not
wasting. Rest itself can be a very fulfilling and worthwhile use of the time we have, to
rest in God and to allow God to be God. Another one of Isaiah’s famous sentences was:
“Be still and know I am the Lord.” And he borrowed that from a psalm. So in the
stillness of our grief we can perhaps find time and room for also gratitude, and perhaps
also for some way of keeping going the good example that Ann has given us.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Marriage Includes Unity of Mind and Spirit Nineteenth Week in Ordinary Time
Friday, August 17, 2001 8:30 a.m. Jos 24:1-13; Mt 19:3-12 (and cling to his wife)

“Let him accept this teaching who can.”
We see in today’s reading Jesus is laying the foundation for what later becomes our
understanding of the sacrament of Marriage. Now we have to make this very clear that
the idea of marriage does not come from Christ himself, for he teaches that “at the
beginning,” and that means at the beginning of creation, “God made them male and
female and declared, ‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and cling to
his wife, and the two shall become as one.’” So Jesus is not saying I’m starting
something new here. He is talking about something that was originally intended in the
creation, so something that should find its way—should—find its way into all cultures
into all times and places.
But as we look at cultures and times and places we don’t see a great deal of this
original intention of God. Let’s look more closely. It says, “For this reason a man shall
leave his father and mother.” What does that mean? Well, today, of course, people
actually do physically leave their parental home and they make a home together, but at
the time of Christ and before they didn’t do that. They didn’t leave physically the
parental home. The man stayed in the parental home and took his wife from her parental
home. But the text says, “a man shall leave.” So what does that mean? It’s talking about
something else, not physically leaving. It’s talking about leaving in a different way, and
this is at the core of really what is being discussed here. It’s a new kind of identity or a
new kind of unity that marriage should be, although we can see little sign of it in various
cultures—even our own.
Leaving father and mother means being free of them emotionally. Now if you talk
about marriage as a new union between two, it’s not a union among eight! It’s just two.
And “clinging to his wife” means that now there’s a new reality that must supersede all
others. And superseding all others doesn’t simply mean, for example, for a man to
supersede all other women, such as, for example, other girlfriends, it also means his
mother! He must leave his mother’s ambience, his mother’s orbit, and cling now to his
wife. Vice versa, a woman too must do that, but it doesn’t say that; the emphasis is on
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the man. The man needs to do this. It doesn’t say that about a woman because actually a
woman physically did leave her home, and she left her identity. And that is even still
done my many today. When a woman gets married she takes the name of her husband:
“Mrs. Smith” now, not Miss Jones. So apparently if you want to look at this from an
historical viewpoint probably women have had less of a problem with this than men have,
at least this text would lead you to that view; whether it's completely true, I don’t know.
So this becoming one then is something that is very deep, and here it starts with the
“two becoming one flesh.” That’s easy enough to understand. And it’s through the unity
of the flesh that children come about. But now in the history of our Church this is just the
beginning. In the history of our Church the teachings of the Church are that not only do a
married couple create one flesh, but they actually eventually create one mind and
eventually one spirit. Now this doesn’t happen overnight! It doesn’t happen on the
wedding night. It doesn’t happen one week or one year after marriage, but it’s the work
of a lifetime. And we can see that in many cases this work never really gets off the
ground. And the Church has come to believe, not exactly just from the words here, but
through its own experience and through listening to the Spirit, that when the oneness of
mind and the oneness of spirit never really come together, that then the idea of the
sacrament is lacking, the sacrament of unity, because the sacrament cannot be merely
physical. It has to be more than physical. And this is the reason why the Church declares
some marriages null from the beginning. It’s not because of a lack of unity on the
physical level; it’s because of a lack of unity on the mental and spiritual levels.
Now of course we cannot—God has not given us the power—to predict the future.
We do not have the power to know what’s going to happen. So when people come
together we pray for them; we believe the best for them; we hope the best for them, but
that doesn’t mean the best will happen! Marriage is a great challenge. It is a great work.
It is a spiritual work. And all those who are married need the support of our prayers so
this work can be completed.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
A New Kind of Family Twentieth Sunday in Ordinary Time/C August 19, 2001
Saturday Vigil, August 18, 2001 5:00 p.m. Jer 38:4-6, 8-10; Heb 12:1-4;
Lk 12:49-53
(Jesus—a cause of division)

“Do you think that I have come to establish peace on earth? No, I tell you, but
rather division.”

All of Jesus’ words have to be put in their proper context, and the context of today’s
words is the static and rigid culture that he lived in. Every child grew up to accept
exactly what his family was and what his family believed. There was no personal choice
involved. The commandment “Honor your father and your mother,” meant accept
wholeheartedly and without reservation all the teachings and traditions your parents hand
on to you. This was really a way of life.

Now although today we live in very different times and we do not have a rigid, static
culture, nonetheless, it is also possible for children to grow up and to pick up and pass on
both values and prejudices without any deliberate choice on their part. And Christ is
calling a halt to this way of living. We may acknowledge that it’s bad to pass prejudice
along to children, but we may not see the danger of passing on values that they have
not examined and have not chosen. This is the crux of this teaching, as difficult as it
may seem for us. Jesus is saying, “Everyone must speak for himself, especially in
regard to God, his message, and his will.” There is no blind faith here. There is no
going along with the program. Anything less than a deliberate, chosen acceptance is
unacceptable.

Now, of course, this leads to conflict and division, as probably most of you know. If
everyone is called to responsibility, then there are going to be differences in judgment.
There are going to be differences in what people choose. Now Christ is pointing out that
conflict and division can be beneficial. If people in conflict are motivated by love,
they can use conflict to deepen their love for each other and their understanding of
each other. If they are not motivated by love but only by self-preservation or fear or
some other merely natural motivation, then conflict can tear asunder any semblance of
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family. Christ is implying the only families worth saving are families that are
motivated by a supernatural love and charity. Families based on merely natural,
survival-based, instincts and motivations are headed for disaster. And you can read
between the lines “good riddance!” We don’t need families that are based upon merely
self-preservation. We need families that are imbued with supernatural love and charity.

Since Jesus’ adolescent days he was aware in a profoundly personal way of God
as his heavenly Father, and this was very peculiar. When he was supposedly lost, but
was actually in the temple, he asked Mary and Joseph, “Why were you seeking me? Did
you not know I must be in my Father’s house?” This very unusual awareness or
insight he had was the basis for a totally new vision of what life could be. Later on in
instructing his disciples he had some other rather difficult words, saying to them, “If
anyone does not hate his father and his mother for my sake, he cannot be my disciple.”
These are difficult words, but they are trying to show the need for an entirely new kind
of family, the family that Jesus believed was beginning in himself and was based on
his heavenly Father’s fatherhood. And this in his mind was the basis for a true
community that would live justly and peaceably in the world, where allegiance and
loyalty to his teachings were paramount.

Now the question we have for ourselves today: Can our families—all of which are
broken to some degree, all of which suffer to some degree all kinds of conflicts and
divisions, which all can be turned to the better through the supernatural gifts of
faith and hope and love—can our families be included in Jesus’ vision of the new
family he is forming? The answer is, it depends! It depends upon each member of our
families—that’s the point. No one can speak for all. Each speaks for himself or
herself. And it also depends upon the spiritual leadership offered in the family by the
parents, because parents are not only responsible for feeding and clothing their children,
but also for providing spiritual and moral formation. Ultimately, it depends upon
whether our families look to God as their true Father.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Behind the Question
Twentieth Week in Ordinary Time Monday, August 20, 2001
7:00 a.m.
Jgs 2:11-19; Mt 19:16-22 (St. Bernard)
(The Rich Young Man)

“Why do you question me about what is good?”
This is really Jesus being the teacher, the master teacher, asking the student or the
pupil what it is in himself that he is really seeking. Here we have a young man who has
followed the commandments basically, and his question “Which ones?” is a good
question because there were over six hundred of them written down and many more in
oral form; so it’s not a dumb question, “Which ones?” Jesus more or less zeros in on
several of the original ten and adds one, “Love your neighbor as yourself.” That’s from
Leviticus, Chapter 19. Here Jesus is playing the role of rabbi.
We see that in the first reading the people often ignored all the commandments of
God, simply becoming totally immersed in the world around them, giving up any sense of
identity, giving up really a sense of vocation to be God’s people. They forgot about that.
They allowed themselves to be immersed in the world around them.
This young man did not do that. He kept his identity. He understood something
rather basic about who God is and what God requires. And he still sought more, and this
is commendable—to a point it’s commendable! But Jesus’ question “Why do you
question me about what is good?” is very pointed because this young man already knew
in himself what God wanted, so why was he asking Jesus anyway? What was his real
motivation?
So Jesus tests him. He says, “Well, if you really want to be perfect, if you want to
seek perfection, I’ll tell you how to do that.” But this young man went away sad because
he wasn’t seeking perfection. So what was the point of his question?

Behind the Question

There is a way in which we can kid ourselves, imagining that we really desire to
please God when we really don’t! We desire to please God only when it doesn’t cost
anything! But when we really see what perfection is and how it strips us of our power, it
strips us of our wealth, it strips us of everything except God, then we don’t want
perfection!
Now back to the question: “Why do you question me about what is good?” Did this
young man really see in Jesus a source of divine revelation? Did he perceive in Jesus in
some way that he really is from God? Do we? Do we sense in Jesus the way that we
need to walk in this life? This perception itself would be a great gift.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Selfishness of Wealth Twentieth Week in Ordinary Time Tuesday, August 21, 2001
7:00 a.m. Jgs 6:11-24; Mt 19:23-30 (St. Pius X)
(The danger of riches)

“I assure you, only with difficulty will a rich man enter into the kingdom of God.”
The apostles were astonished at this teaching, and yet we should not be if we think
about what it means to be rich. We may imagine ourselves to be rich, and perhaps we are
in one sense; but rich in the worldly sense means to work all the time for oneself, to
accumulate security and power and comfort in this world. And how much is enough?
Well, ask Bill Gates! Probably no one knows. Nothing is ever enough for the rich. No
matter how much they have, they need more. And we see here a dynamism which goes
contrary to another dynamism, the dynamism of the kingdom of God. The dynamism of
the kingdom is God-centered. The dynamism of wealth is self-centered.
And we cannot do two things at once; no one can. There are people, for example, who
in order to make ends meet may have two jobs. But they don’t do both jobs at the same
time. They go to one job, and then they go to the other. And there is a consistency and a
continuity because both of them are for the same purpose—providing for the family.
That’s very different, and even that wears people out. And they can only do it when they
are very young.
But this is talking about a different kind of “twoness.” Becoming wealthy is a work
that requires one’s substance, one’s attention, one’s care. Working for and entering the
kingdom of God also requires one’s substance, one’s attention, one’s care. So Jesus
described the kingdom as a buried treasure in a field. He says, “You have to sell
everything to buy that field.” Or he said, “Well, it’s like a merchant who has found a
great pearl. You have to sell everything and buy that pearl.” It’s a totality of
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commitment, and nobody can be totally dedicated to two different things. Thus “you
cannot serve God and mammon.”
So how do we find our daily work? It cannot be ultimately something we do for
ourselves. We have to see the need we have for income as something we do really for the
kingdom. When we provide food for our children or clothing or education, the
motivation for a believer is not self-promotion. It is not so they’ll have a headstart in the
world, although incidentally they may, but that cannot be the motivation. It has to be the
formation of God’s people. And that’s why all material goods have to be accompanied
with spiritual and moral formation. That’s an essential characteristic of life of
discipleship, Christian family life.
So this is not a teaching that says that we should despise the world or become a bum,
much less ignore our responsibilities. But it is a teaching that says that we have to live
one single life, and everything we do in that one single life has to be dedicated to one
single thing: pleasing God and serving his kingdom. If we have a business, of course we
want that business to prosper; but the purpose has to be ultimately to glorify God and to
use our prosperity for God’s purposes. In this we are actually faithful servants and loyal
stewards, and God approves of this. But as far as becoming rich in this world and
seeking the comfort and power and the security the world affords, this is at crosspurposes to the life of a disciple.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Putting On the Wedding Garment Twentieth Week in Ordinary Time Thursday,
August 23, 2001 7:00 a.m. Jgs 11:29-39;
Mt 22:1-14 (St. Rose of Lima)
(Parable of the Wedding Feast)

The whole story of the Scripture really begins with God calling a people to himself.
Abraham was called. Later Abraham’s children, several generations later, were called
forth from Egypt to form a new nation in covenant with God, able to demonstrate in their
own righteousness, in their own respect for law and what is right, what it means to be a
conscientious people, what it means to be God’s people. But we can see that throughout
the history of the people of God there was a constant tendency to misunderstand what the
call was, and to interpret the call in a very worldly sense: domination, conquest,
becoming wealthy, becoming prosperous, attaining these various goods—none of which,
of course, are intrinsically bad; but they are not the real purpose of the covenant.
So we have the prophets who warn people that they have lost connection with their
reason for being. And this is what we have today in the gospel, the parable encompassing
the whole story! Those invited are unworthy because for no other reason than they don’t
come. And this causes, then, the king to expand the invitation. Instead of being a special
people, it becomes everybody. Everybody is now invited to the wedding feast, to the
banquet—bad as well as good! No one makes himself worthy of this invitation.
However, to respond to the invitation does require some cooperation. Now at a
wedding feast there were all these garments hanging there for people to put on; the least a
person could do is put one on! Now there is one individual who shows up—he shows up!
That’s more or less good, but he doesn’t bother to respect the fundamental, you might
say, manners of the occasion: he doesn’t dress properly.

Putting On the Wedding Garment

Now in this Jesus intends us to understand first of all the universality of the call to
salvation. He intends us to understand that we do not outfit ourselves properly for this
ourselves, and we do not make ourselves worthy by being good. Nor do we exclude
ourselves by a life of sin. Sin does not exclude us from the kingdom, from the invitation.
No matter what our past is, that does not mean that we cannot respond to God, because
with God are all possibilities. And the possibility of rebirth and new life are always
given to us. Our mistakes, or sins in the past, can be relegated to the past. We can leave
them behind and go to the feast if we so choose, or we can continue to ignore the
invitation and proceed with our worldly business as usual. That’s our choice. But if we
do respond to God, then we really have to conform to the manners of the kingdom. And
Jesus himself embodies those manners and shows us the way to behave at that heavenly
banquet.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
God’s Power in the Apostles
Twentieth Week in Ordinary Time Friday,
August 24, 2001 7:00 a.m. Rv 21:9-14; Jn 1:45-51 (St. Bartholomew) (Call of
Nathanael)

Today we celebrate the feast of St. Bartholomew, and the gospel talks about
Nathanael. Is this the same man by a different name? Just different names for the same
person? We don’t know. It’s been assumed by many of the Fathers of the Church that
they are the same.
The truth is we know almost nothing about the apostles. And it seems to me this is by
design, because they’re really not important as individuals. What is important about the
apostles is first of all they were not learned individuals, because the role they have has
nothing to do with human achievement or human research or human speculation. And
this in itself is a very important truth for us to recognize: that the truth that sets us free is
not found primarily in academia. The truth for life that the human soul thirsts for is not
the result primarily of human research or human reflection—however important that all
is! Ultimately, human research and human reflection, however good it is, is extremely
frail and limited and fallible. When God comes into our lives he brings the truth, for he is
the truth. Now God chose these twelve unremarkable people.
The second point is that before the resurrection of Christ these men were scaredy-cats.
They all abandoned Christ during his trial and persecution. None of the twelve remained
faithful. But after the resurrection and ascension and the gift of the Spirit, they
successfully brought the gospel to the four corners of the Earth. And of course, not only
those twelve, but they were the foundation. They formed the basic impetus for the taking
of the gospel to the world.

God’s Power in the Apostles

Now this in itself is a powerful proof or demonstration of the resurrection of Christ,
for this great work can hardly be explained at all. But surely as an accomplishment of
these particular men it is absurd unless something totally transformed them; and that is,
of course, what the gospel says. They were totally transformed by their experience of
Christ raised from the death, by their experience of Christ in glory, by their experience of
the Spirit of God given them in power. That’s what the gospel says, and it seems that
must be true. How else can you account for what they accomplished, considering who
they were?
The third point is that these unaccomplished individuals, in their own right, who
became true apostles, meaning missionaries, these men continue to guide and direct us
even now! In God’s purposes, which are inscrutable, God has chosen them to guide our
efforts even into the present and into the future. So we continue to not only look to them
for guidance, but pray to them for help.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Self-Awareness for Spiritual Growth
Twentieth Week in Ordinary Time Saturday,
August 25, 2001 Ru 2:1-4, 8-11, 13-17; Mt 23:1-12 (St. Louis of France, St. Joseph
Calasanz)

“All their works are performed to be seen.”
In this teaching Jesus is not telling people to avoid good works; in fact, Jesus always
encouraged people to do good works, to participate with God in caring for the poor, in
extending solace to the sorrowful, healing to the wounded, and so on. But in Christ’s
teachings the point of good works has always been that others would see them and give
glory to God. Now that takes a certain style of service. In today’s opening prayer Mary
is held up as the ideal one who served God in that way so that God would be glorified.
But there is a way in which we can do good works in a way that doesn’t glorify God at
all, but glorifies ourselves. And that is what Jesus is talking about. So first of all, we
have to come to realize that the goodness of an act itself is not the totality of the act. The
motivation also counts! And to do the greatest deed in order to get applause and
admiration from others detracts from that goodness, and in some cases may totally cancel
it out.
Secondly, when we serve God we cannot expect thanks, gratitude, appreciation, from
other people; and if we do, then that’s really why we’re doing it. We can’t have it both
ways! We’re either doing it for God or we’re not! And if we are really doing what we do
for God, then we need to let God be the one to see us and to reward us. This is a real
thing. Christ talked often about God rewarding those who cooperate with him, who obey
him. But letting God reward us is one thing, and having other people reward us is
another—and they’re incompatible! That’s the point of this teaching. In another text
Jesus says, “They have had their reward,” meaning people already admired them. Well,
that’s reward enough! So we have to really look at our motivations, not simply at the
moral object. It’s not good enough simply to do a good thing; we have to do the good
thing for the right reason. Now this is not exactly an easy thing. It requires a certain
amount of awareness of ourselves. But this is, after all, about growing in the grace of
God. And if we want to grow in the grace of God, we have to do the work that’s
associated with growth. And the work is a spiritual work; it’s a work of being more
aware of oneself

Self-Awareness for Spiritual Growth

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Utter Openness to God Funeral Judith Ann Rivard
August 25, 2001
Rev 20:11—21:1; Rev 21:1-5, 6b-7; Mt 11:25-30 (Revealed to the merest children)

“Father, Lord of heaven and earth, to you I offer praise; for what you have hidden
from the learned and the clever you have revealed to the merest children.”
This passage is a very important one in the teachings of Jesus. And it is not intended
in any way to discourage learning or academic pursuits—and I have to add that because
of the learned monks here from the Abbey. But the point is that however we learn and
whatever we learn and however skilled we get in life, that pertains to life; it doesn’t
automatically translate into our relation with God. When it comes to God, there is a way
in which we never really become learned or clever, because we’re always mere children.
I remember having an argument once with my father. And I was already advanced in
age; I was about 35, I think, and my dad said, “Don’t forget! I’m still your father!” That,
of course, is true. We never cease being children to our own parents, much less do we
ever cease being children of God. And so while we do encourage learning and skills and
advancement in this world, we have to keep in mind exactly what it’s for—it’s for this
world! And we study theology because we want the knowledge we have of this world to
be consistent with the knowledge we have of God.
But the knowledge of God does not come from our learning. It comes from
revelation. “No one knows the Father but the Son and anyone to whom the Son wishes to
reveal him.” No matter who we are, we always need to approach God as his children and
recognize the only way we can learn about God is in a personal relationship with the Son
and through the Son to the Father. And this means in a very radical way all human
beings, no matter who they are, are utterly and totally equal before God. Just as in a
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sense every child leaving the womb is utterly equal, utterly perfect, utterly innocent,
utterly open to what’s ahead. In a sense we keep having to return to that place of utter
openness, of utter unlearning, if we are to benefit from what the Son wishes to reveal.
And, yes, our own sophistication and our own learning can get in the way, for it puffs us
up with pride and self-importance.
From time to time God raises up someone who shows us the way in a very clear and
obvious way, a person with no pride or self-importance—pride in the bad sense of
inordinate pride—someone who can really show us the way to God because he or she is
so open to the Son, so much in love with the Word of God, as the Word of God became
flesh in Jesus. And Judy was such a person! Just as Jesus could say, “To see me is to see
the Father,” we can say by comparison, “To know Judy was to know the love of God in
some way.” And this itself is a great gift, and we have all been gifted with her presence
and her love in our lives. So she today beckons us to listen to the words she lived by:
“Come to me, all you who are weary and find life burdensome, and I will refresh you.
Take my yoke upon your shoulders and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble of
heart. Your souls will find rest, for my yoke is easy and my burden light.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Jesus’ Narrow Gate
Twenty-first Sunday in Ordinary Time/C
August 26, 2001
7:00 a.m. Is 66:18-21; Heb 12:5-7, 11-13; Lk 13:22-30 (Salvation and Rejection)

“He answered them, ‘Strive to enter through the narrow gate, for many, I tell
you, will attempt to enter but will not be strong enough.’”
These past few weeks have brought us gospel teachings concerning the difficulties and
requirements of discipleship. Today’s text is the response to the question, “Will only a
few people be saved?” Jesus declines a direct answer, but uses the occasion to dispel
certain assumptions, chiefly: that familiarity with Jesus or with God or with religion
is in itself sufficient for salvation. And by the way, he makes a second point, which is
that it is frivolous to wonder about other people. In this matter we should only be
concerned about ourselves.
Are we really living the best, most Christ-like, noble life we can? Again, to
emphasize: the point is striving to live the best possible life! It is not up to us to judge
whether we have accomplished this goal. Only God knows how to judge. Only God
knows our capacities and abilities.
No one enters through the narrow gate merely by joining the Church or professing
faith. The narrow gate is the gate of commitment. And commitment means living
faith, living hope, and living love especially in the face of the great suffering that
always occurs on earth in one form or another. The narrow gate we may think of as
Jesus’ approach to life, suffering, betrayal, disappointment, in fact all forms of good and
evil. Can we find God in joy and in sorrow, the will of God in triumph and in
tragedy?

Jesus’ Narrow Gate

Christ lived his life always open to the possibilities of healing, forgiving, teaching,
affirming. He did not allow himself to be jaded or poisoned by sin, rejection, ridicule,
revenge, or ignorance. In the fourth gospel Jesus speaks of himself as the way, the truth,
and the life. In other words, the way through the gate and the true way to live is to be
exactly like Christ, and this is what it means to saved. To be on this path is the way to
salvation—and there is no other!
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Instruction and Intercession
Twenty-first Week in Ordinary Time Monday,
August 27, 2001 8:30 a.m. 1 Thes 1:2-5, 8-10; Mt 23:13-22 (St. Monica)

Today we celebrate the memorial of St. Monica. Monica, of course, was the mother
of St. Augustine. And I think she should be the patroness of all religious educators,
because Monica seems to have understood the proper balance between instructing and
praying for or interceding.
This is something a lot of people don’t quite get today—I’m sure they never did quite
get it—because you hear people say things such as, “What are we going to do to get our
young people connected to church or the gospel?” As if the problem is in the institution!
Monica knew full well the problem was in her son, and that’s why she daily held him up
in prayer. She knew he had to change in order to accept Christ, that Christ is the same
yesterday, today, and tomorrow; the gospel of God is never going to be different. It is in
itself intrinsically desirable and attractive.
Now it is true, as Pope Paul VI pointed out, we need to present the gospel with its
intrinsic attractiveness—that’s true! And that means we do have to work at the best
possible means of preaching and proclaiming the word. But when it comes to the young,
we also have to recognize that they need to take some initiative to bring the gospel into
themselves. Nobody can do it for them. This is what Monica understood. Nobody can
convert anybody else.
So Monica was a very good mother, and she did talk often and even argued with her
son—she did! But she knew that in itself wouldn’t do anything. She recognized how he
needed God’s grace. And she even “implored God with tears,” it says; at least Augustine
says that she cried over him. And I can believe it! So we have to keep that in mind, that
we need to always intercede for our own family members: our brothers and ours sisters
and our children—hold them up to the Lord, as Monica did, never stopping, never losing
faith, because the only way in which the heart can be moved is through the grace of God.
There’s no trick. There’s no skit. There’s no play. There’s no method that will bring
people against their will. It’s the will that has to change.

Instruction and Intercession

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Writing to Understand Yourself
Twenty-first Week in Ordinary Time Tuesday,
August 28, 2001 8:30 a.m. 1 Jn 4:7-16; Mt 23:8-12
(St. Augustine)

St. Augustine was a man who humbled himself, and therefore rightly we exalt him.
Augustine’s whole attitude toward life was to share his journey. And he had a very
difficult time in spite of the fact that he had a very holy and wonderful mother—so you
should be aware of this fact, ladies, that just because you’re wonderful doesn’t mean your
kids will have an easy life. We create our own problems.
And Augustine, however, did seek the Lord and shared the pain and the brokenness of
his life in writing. And he became one of the great writing saints. There aren’t that many
writing saints, if you think about it. It’s rather interesting. But he was one of the best.
And he didn’t write in the same way as, for example, St. Thomas wrote. Thomas was a
great mind and he wanted to understand everything, and that’s great too. But Augustine
wrote because he wanted to understand himself. When you think about it, that’s a pretty
good reason. So we honor him who humbled himself.

Writing to Understand Yourself

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Sloth—Spiritual Sleep
Twenty-first Week in Ordinary Time Thursday,
August 30, 2001 7:00 a.m. 1 Thes 3:7-13; Mt 24:42-51 (Need for watchfulness)

“Happy that servant whom his master discovers at work on his return!”
In the Old Testament sin is basically a matter of trespassing laws, violating
commandments or prohibitions. Among the Greek philosophers, sin was more a matter
of inordinate self-indulgence or irrational, irascible behavior.
For Christ neither of these captured the essence of sin. Sin for Jesus was missing the
point, missing the target, missing the mark. One of the things he speaks of quite often, if
you bother to count, is this idea of being asleep, not staying awake, not being ready. This
is, in Christ’s mind, sin—living in darkness. Unfortunately, most of us are still living out
of the Old Testament or perhaps out of the Greek culture’s idea of sin. We don’t ever
quite see what Jesus is trying to teach us. We cannot please God if we are not awake.
We think of not violating commandments, which is, of course, a way to start. This is the
way we teach children, but we have to grow to a more adult Christian understanding.
And it really starts here with awakening to who we are, who God is, and how much time
we have left to finish our work on earth—and not to live in a state of sleep, meaning we
assume we have all the time in the world. We do not. No one knows the day or the hour
when we will meet the master, and therefore we have to be at work. Now work doesn’t
necessarily mean laboring in the ordinary physical sense. It means being about the affairs
of God.
Being asleep means being indifferent to the affairs of God. That’s the sin of sloth
according to the definition of St. Thomas Aquinas. Sloth, as you will recall, is one of the
seven capital sins as enumerated by Pope Gregory the Great. The problem with sloth is it

Sloth—Spiritual Sleep

doesn’t involve breaking a commandment per se, and so we in our childlike way of
looking at God don’t see that’s anything wrong. But it’s missing the mark to live
unwarily of God, with lack of consciousness of who we are, how much time we have left,
what our vocation on earth really is.
Every single day and every single minute can be used properly for God, including
resting! Sleeping physically is not contrary to this, but sleeping spiritually is. So we
sometimes think of sloth as simply being lazy, perhaps in a physical sense. Well, that
already is a slothful way of looking at sloth, because it’s not about the physical world at
all. It’s not about sweat or muscle. It’s not about what we’re paid to do. It’s about
something else. It’s about our vocation as God’s people. It’s about our calling to serve
in everything we do and say, and to keep that in mind is to be awake.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Being Aware of God’s Agenda for My Life Twenty-first Week in Ordinary Time
Friday, August 31, 2001 8:30 a.m. 1 Thes 4:1-8;
Mt 25:1-13 (Ten Bridesmaids)

These last few days or weeks we’ve been reading gospel lessons where the theme is
preparedness, awareness, awakeness, being ready.

In the Letter to the Thessalonians there is a similar theme being played out, although
in a different way. St. Paul is talking about the need to be growing toward something—
growing toward something. It’s also, of course, about being aware and awake. He is
saying, “You’re not supposed to be living the way everybody else is living. You are
supposed to be aware of this: your life is really hidden in God and your life has a goal
now that is really different from people who don’t know God. Knowing God gives you a
new goal.

Now how does this goal work itself out? Very slowly, actually, because of the nature
that we have—our human nature. Actually, I believe it’s true to say—and I think it’s the
view of traditional theologians like St. Thomas; I think it’s also pretty well validated by
many modern scientists as well—human beings get involved in choices before they’re
actually aware of what they are. So it is really a mistake if we get too preoccupied with
simply what we’re aware of. That’s the whole problem. That’s what the gospel is talking
about. You know, if we take life only from the standpoint of our awareness, judge
ourselves, our actions, our choices, from the standpoint of what we’re aware of, we’re
going to be missing the whole point because we’re not very aware. Prior to our
awareness we are already intending things; we’re doing things all the time.

And St. Paul’s point is that what we’re doing too often is what everyone else is doing;
we’re just preserving ourselves. But he said that is a goal that is only appropriate for
people who don’t know God. If you know God, you have to have another intent. So
that’s why all this talk comes in about, “Well, now look at how you’re living, you know;
are you really being faithful to the Lord, so that moral actions now take up a whole new
dimension?” It all has to do with being faithful to the Lord. It’s not just a matter of,

Being Aware of God’s Agenda for My Life

well, is this what you want to do? But if you really are a believer, then what you want to
do is be faithful to the Lord, so you follow a whole way of living that is really based upon
Christ. It’s not based on self-preservation. It’s not based on getting ahead. It’s not based
on your agenda—whatever it is—however noble you think it is! It’s not based on your
agenda at all. It’s based on God’s agenda. God has an agenda. You have a vocation.
It’s following that agenda.

And you’re not going to do it naturally; you will not naturally do this. Naturally
you’re going to follow your nature. And our nature has been wounded to the point where
it is intent on nothing but self-preservation, and it’s perspective is very little, very narrow.
Somebody says that it only goes to the limits of the skin. But that’s not God’s agenda.
God’s agenda is much bigger—real big—it’s for growth without end.

Now the only way we ever get into this agenda is by reflecting on ourselves; this is
called “examination of conscience.” Examination of conscience does not say, now when
did I intend to do wrong? That’s not the point. When was I conscious of really deciding
to do something bad? That’s too narrow!

The real question is what did I really do and how does that correspond with God’s will
for me? How is my life corresponding to God’s agenda? Where is my agenda getting in
the way of God’s agenda? That’s the basic question, not just when I deliberately chose
something wrong. That’s too little. But objectively, daily, how I treat people, what I say,
my choices, how I spend my money, how I spend my time? How is my agenda either
cooperating with God’s agenda or not cooperating with it? That’s the point. And if we
never ask ourselves the question, we’re going to be just like those foolish virgins with no
oil; and when the bridegroom comes, we’re going to be gone!
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Interest on God’s Investment Twenty-first Week in Ordinary Time Saturday,
September 1, 2001 8:00 a.m. 1 Thes 4:9-12; Mt 25:14-30 (Parable of the Talents)

There is no doubt that the mystery of life and the mystery of the kingdom of God
cannot be reduced to a set of rules or words at all. There is a spirit of legalism in the
Church that would have us believe that everything can be prescribed exactly: what we
need to do, what we need to avoid, and so on.
Jesus, on the other hand, did not try this. Jesus was not a legalist. He did not reduce
things to words; rather, he told parables. Parables are supposed to incite thought, inspire
wondering.
In this particular parable the thought is about what are we supposed to do? Now
anyone who believes that righteousness is completely detached from acts of justice and
mercy and love, has never understood this parable. Anyone who really believes that man
is justified by faith alone, has never comprehended this parable.
In the teaching of Jesus, what we do with our lives really matters. We are really
expected to return something to God that is more than what he gave us. We are supposed
to be profitable, not merely returning to God what he gave us, but giving him more—
interest, return, a dividend, a capital gain, on what he has invested in us.
Now this interest, this dividend, this capital gain, can be thought of in different ways.
Money, of course, is only an analogy, but it has to do with what we work at. That’s why
works are so important—good works. Of course, the word “good works” could mean
different things. It could mean merely the works of the law. Then we’re back into
legalism, and that’s wrong! But “works” means more than just works of the law.
“Works” means works of justice, works of mercy, works of charity, works of virtue.
“Works” means growing through action, becoming something more by the way we
behave, by the choices we make, by the lives we lead, so that we grow and can return to
God in a sense rightly happy about, proud of, who we have become. And what’s one
thing that stands in the way of this, according to this parable? Fear! Be advised!

Interest on God’s Investment

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Committed and Faithful for the Kingdom Twenty-second Sunday in Ordinary
Time/C
September 2, 2001
10:30 a.m.
Sir 3:17-18, 20, 28-29;
Heb 12:18-19, 22-24; Lk 14:1, 7-14
(Conduct of invited guests and host)

“My friend, come up higher.”
On the one hand, the story in today’s gospel may seem foreign to us because we’re not
familiar with the manners and customs of the culture that Jesus lived in. But on the other
hand, we are very familiar with the feelings targeted in this parable, especially feelings of
ambition and self-importance.
Jesus does not expect that ambition and self-importance will simply vanish from the
lives of his followers. After all, the world as we know it would cease to exist without
these qualities. Jesus’ point is that when it comes to the kingdom of God, the ambit of
divine activity and presence in the world, this kingdom does not operate in continuity
with earthly life in it’s values and principles. Although it has some similarities, it is also
new and utterly different, and works with new and utterly different principles.
Therefore there are points of convergence and divergence between life in the world and
life in the kingdom.
First of all, how are they similar? In the first place, in the kingdom of God there is a
serious requirement of commitment, wholeheartedness. For example, Jesus calls the
kingdom a buried treasure or a pearl of great price, something that requires that we sell
everything to acquire it. Secondly, it requires faithfulness, like the faithfulness of a
chief steward from whom the master requires a sense of control but for service. In
God’s kingdom the citizens are in control—or should be—of their own lives, not for their
own sake but for the sake of the master! Both commitment and faithfulness are

Committed and Faithful for the Kingdom

qualities that earn respect and achieve results in this world and also in the kingdom
of God.
But there are also differences—great differences—between what is meant as success
in the world and what is success in the kingdom of God. In our lives we work for our
loved ones and ourselves. In the kingdom of God we don’t; we work for God and we
trust in his power to reward us. In life, competition is the rule. In God’s kingdom the
only legitimate competition is between who we are now and who we are called to be.
We need to compete against ourselves, not against others. The saints are the men and
women who have spent their time and their lives on earth entering the kingdom. They
are committed and faithful, but they work for God and their competition is strictly against
the image of God that they are called to be.
Now there are many ways in which each of us can daily enter the kingdom of God.
 Firstly, as parents and guardians of the young, we put their needs ahead of our
own. This can be difficult. It requires sacrifice, but it’s the right thing to do.
 Secondly, when our role requires that we exercise authority over others, we can
exercise that authority for the benefit of those over whom we have authority.
Again this is not how the world operates, but we can choose to live like this.
 Even in dealings with our equals we can forego the temptation to push our own
importance, our own agenda, our own opinion, on other people.
And if we learn how to take the last place and wait patiently, perhaps we will also hear
the invitation, “Friend, come up higher.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The Meaning and Value of Work
Labor Day
Twenty-second Week in
Ordinary Time
Monday, September 3, 2001
9:00 a.m.
Gn 2:4-9, 15;
2 Thes 3:6-12, 16;
Mt 6:31-34
(St Gregory the Great)
(Garden in Eden)

“The Lord God then took the man and settled him in the Garden of Eden, to cultivate
and care for it.”
Today’s first reading is from the second chapter of Genesis, and that book is a
marvelous compilation of ideas, wisdom, and teachings about our role in the creation.
Now if you notice the order or sequence of events defies common sense as well as
modern science. In this particular story God creates man prior to any growing things.
That’s contrary to common sense because we know human beings have to eat. If they
have to eat, they have to have something to eat: berries, at least; plants, not to mention
other animals. Further, we know from our science that human beings came along rather
late in this long process of evolution. But that is not the concern of the sacred author.
The sacred author does not want to project or portray human beings as the end result
of a long process, but rather wants to say that human beings begin at the beginning, or
should be placed at the beginning of this long process. Why? Because human beings are
called to be co-creators with God. Now we could imagine that the earth could take care
of itself very well, especially if no human beings were around to mess it up. But the
point this author is making is that in God’s mind the earth in itself doesn’t have any
particular purpose.
The purpose of the earth is to give human beings something to care for. Now we
don’t always think this way, but this is what the sacred author is trying to tell us. We are
not angels—whatever they are! We are human beings. We are created out of matter.
And we need something to do! And the something God has given us to do is cultivate

The Meaning and Value of Work

and care. Very generically, the mission of human life on earth is to cultivate and care.
And if we don’t cultivate and care, we’re not fulfilling the purpose for which we have
been created. And we have it within our power to make ourselves meaningless, and
many do.
Life does not explain itself; human life in particular does not explain itself. This
sacred author is trying to reveal meaning to us. We are put on earth to care; we are put
on earth to cultivate; we are put on earth to work! Our labor is not a necessary evil. We
don’t work just to have money to feed ourselves. This is a very uninspired and
uninspiring attitude; sadly though, many people think this way. They just work because
they have to. They wish they could win the lottery and not have to work. According to
this, that would be very sad. It would be very sad if we don’t find value in our work, if
we don’t have work that is a caring kind of work, a cultivating kind of work, where we
are somehow making a positive contribution to life. That’s our calling. That’s our
human calling. It’s not just for some people; it’s for all people.
And if we live in a society or an economic system in which some people are deprived
of that right to care and cultivate, to work in an efficacious and effective way as God’s
aides as God’s hands, as God’s mind, then we are living in a society that is unjust. That
could be a way we would express our care, and our cultivation would be to work to make
just our society. Pope John Paul’s first encyclical was on the dignity of work. And
whenever we’re tempted to think that the best part of our life will be our retirement, it
would be a good time to reflect on the meaning and value of work.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Ready to Meet the Lord Twenty-second Week in Ordinary Time Tuesday,
September 4, 2001 7:00 a.m. 1 Thes 5:1-6, 9-11; Lk 4:31-37 (The Lord’s Return)

“Just when people are saying, ‘Peace and security,’ ruin will fall on them with the
suddenness of pains overtaking a woman in labor, and there will be no escape.”
St. Paul in his First Letter to the Thessalonians is, of course, preoccupied with an issue
that has more or less gone away: When is the Lord returning? We have to keep in mind
that this is the first Scripture really of the New Testament, this First Letter to the
Thessalonians, the first letter Paul wrote. And Paul wrote before any of the gospels or
any of the other authors, so it’s the earliest form of Christian writing that is still around.
And the early Church had this expectation that the Lord would return very soon, and
this is beyond doubt. In fact, we believe that the apostles thought that Jesus’ return
would be within a year, within a year after his resurrection. So then when it was two
years and then three years and then four years and then five years and then six years,
people started to wonder! But St. Paul’s writings make perfect sense if you understand
he is encouraging people not to worry about when the Lord is returning, but rather to
make use of the time they have right now to please God. Eventually he comes to the
point where he says, “Just forget about it altogether’—but he hasn’t said that yet.
But he does say something that is very poignant. He says that the “day”—that’s what
it means, the “day of the return of the Lord”; he says, “The day will come like a thief in
the night.” Now he was thinking in a collective, cosmic way because especially in
ancient times and surely in the early Church the consciousness of people was in the
group. And actually if you analyze this matter, the way we think about ourselves is
taught. And they taught each other to think in terms of the group.

Ready to Meet the Lord

Now we have developed in our society a much more individualistic way of looking at
ourselves. Again, we were taught to do this. It’s not necessarily better; it’s just different.
It has it’s own problems. That’s one reason why people today feel so lonely. It’s one
reason why people feel so cut off; it’s because we teach a very individualistic way of
looking at oneself. It affords more freedom on one hand, but a lot of loneliness on the
other. In the early Church no one was lonely because they were always one in thought
and mind, but then they didn’t have also the freedom we have.
However the topic remains for us now as individuals when are we going to see the
Lord, not so much now the return of the Lord in the Parousia, but our meeting with the
Lord because we as individuals don’t know the time or the day of our own departure from
this earth. It’s really the same theme, just put differently. And we’ve gotten very used to
the idea that the earth will probably be around for a long time and that God’s ways are
really ways of waiting, patience as the Church matures and bears fruit. This is our
modern awareness. We’ve been led to it through the Spirit. But individually we still
have to think about this thief in the night, because as individuals we still must bear
responsibility for ourselves. And we as individuals have just so much time to serve the
Lord. And we can live in a sort of oblivious attitude toward this. Again, that’s
something our society gives us, oblivion about death. Our society tends to deny death,
very unlike the society of Paul’s day. So we could just go our merry way and never think
about really important things. What unfinished business must I take care of before I am
ready to meet the Lord? A modern interpretation of St. Paul’s concerns.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Attaining Full Knowledge of God’s Will
Twenty-second Week in Ordinary Time
Thursday, September 6, 2001 7:00 a.m. Col 1:9-14; Lk 5:1-11 (Prayer and
Conscience)

“Ever since we heard this we have been praying for you unceasingly and asking that
you may attain full knowledge of his will through perfect wisdom and spiritual insight.”
This is a wonderful desire the author of this first reading has for his people; but, after
all, I think we have to be honest and say it is not an easily attainable desire. Let me
repeat again, “attaining full knowledge of God’s will—full knowledge of God’s will—
through perfect wisdom and spiritual insight.” Of course this is what everyone who is a
true believer wants, but it is not something we obtain easily; and in many cases we never
attain it! And I think we have to be very honest about this, otherwise we kid ourselves;
we fool ourselves into thinking we know what we don’t.
Now this leads, of course, to the great problem of if we don’t have perfect knowledge,
then what are we to do? Well, this author, St. Paul or his disciple, is praying; and that
would be a very wise thing to do—pray and recognize our weakness.
Now the Church has always held that the conscience is inviolable, meaning it’s the
only instrument we have to practically decide what we have to do; and no one disputes
this really. The problem is our conscience, which is our capacity to know the will of
God, our wisdom, our insight, isn’t that great—it just isn’t! The vaguer everything is,
perhaps the more we all agree! But getting into specifics—where, after all, is where we
live, in our specific decisions—it’s very hard sometimes to know what God really wants
from us, because we don’t have that spiritual insight or we don’t have that full
knowledge—we have some knowledge.

Attaining Full Knowledge of God’s Will

So we have this conscience; it’s the only way to go from point A to point B, but it’s an
old jalopy. It’s prone to break down. It breaks down in three ways. Traditionally they
are error, perplexity, and doubt.
¾ Perplexity means things get so complicated you don’t know what to say. There are
many different “goods”; they seem to intersect. “Goods” don’t come in pure form;
they come mixed with some bad things. That’s perplexity. You don’t know what to
do.
¾ Doubt occurs when you start to wonder if you even know what is just—what is just in
this case? Prudence—you don’t know how to apply a particular virtue to a particular
case—that’s doubt.
¾ Error—you think you know what you’re doing, but you don’t. You’re absolutely
certain, but you’re wrong, because, after all, everything relates to this perfect
knowledge of God’s will which is objective. But we don’t have that inwardly in us.
So we have to realize that we are involved in a difficult area of personal spiritual life.
We are not absolute, and we don’t have absolute guidance.
Now we have helpers. We have the teaching Church. We have theologians; but
again, theology can be very difficult. And if I may be very honest, most priests find
moral theology too profound or too complicated for them! So there’s no simple answer
to anything. So again, we’re back to praying. We have to do our best. We have to
inform ourselves as best we can. We have to recognize our limitations to obtain this full
knowledge of God’s will. And we have to rely on the grace of God, on his ability to give
us insight, which is a grace, that we’ll know what he wants from us today.

2

Attaining Full Knowledge of God’s Will

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Wear the New Coat!
Twenty-second Week in Ordinary Time
Friday,
September 7, 2001 7:00 a.m. Col 1:15-20; Lk 5:33-39 (New wine skins)

“No one, after drinking old wine, wants new.”
Well, that depends upon how new it is! If it’s very new, of course, it’s very harsh.
And what Jesus is referring to is our tendency to like things that have settled. Old wine
here doesn’t have to be ten years old; it just means settled wine, aged a little bit.
Well, what is the old wine we prefer? What is it referring to? Well, of course, it’s
referring to ourselves. As we age and as we mature, we settle. And even though we may
wish we had perhaps more youthful vigor physically speaking, spiritually and mentally
we like our settling. We become attached to our ways, and often feel that our settling is
actually virtuous. In some cases it may be, at least in contrast to youthful indiscretion or
juvenile foolishness. In contrast to that, maybe our settling is better, wiser, calmer.
But Jesus’ point is that even that isn’t really that good, because what he is bringing is
something totally new! And actually it’s not that likeable. He is saying, “The gospel—
I’m not bringing something likeable anymore than new wine is likeable. I’m not coming
here for your enjoyment! I’m not coming here so you’ll feel better.” That is not the
point. Fundamentally Christianity is not therapeutic, although, of course, Jesus brings
healing in both his words and his work—that’s true. But the ultimate purpose of healing
is wholeness, not feeling good—and there is a big difference! Wholeness has something
objective about it. Wholeness corresponds to what God wants from human nature. St.
Irenaeus said, “The glory of God is man fully alive.” That’s wholeness. That’s vigor.
That’s new wine. But it’s not necessarily enjoyment. It’s not necessarily comfortable.

Wear the New Coat!

In fact, in many ways Jesus’ gospel is supposed to, and trying to, shake us from our
comfort zone, from our being pleased with ourselves—especially in our life with God,
which is identical with our life with our neighbor. Those cannot be severed, according to
Christ. We are not to feel so smug and so comfortable about our relationship with God
and all of our religious prayers mentioned here. “The Pharisees pray and John’s disciples
pray. All your disciples do is have a good time!” The point is prayers can be quite selfserving! Fasting can be quite self-serving! What Jesus is doing is something totally new
and different—transforming, confronting, uprooting—bringing something totally new,
which actually makes people very nervous, uncomfortable, and self-conscious. Do we
like to be self-conscious? No, we really don’t.
Now Jesus is quite well aware of the fact that some of the things he says are
appealing. But he is warning us, “Don’t take the coat I’m bringing you and tear it up and
sew it onto the coat you already have. It won’t work! It will tear away! And it will ruin
the new coat!”
“Those who have ears, let them hear.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Icons of the Son of God
Funeral
Wis 3:1-9; Rev 14:13; Jn 6:37-40

Bessie Lunga Saturday, September 8, 2001
(How shall we look on the Son?)

“Indeed this is the will of my Father, that everyone who looks upon the Son and
believes in him shall have eternal life.”

And how shall we look upon him? That is the question that this gospel is asking us:
How shall we look on the Son? Basically, we look on the Son through one another. And
in our liturgy the Church speaks in symbolic language. When we began the Mass I
incensed the altar, which is the symbol of the body of Christ. I incensed the icon, which
is the image of the Son of God as a baby, an infant. I incensed the crucifix, which is the
symbol of Jesus’ gift of his own life for us. And I incensed the icon on my right, the icon
of Christ the risen Lord who has victory over death. These three images bring together
one thing, one reality, the gift of the Son.

But in another way they also bring together our own reality, what we are called to be.
We’re called to be one in the Son of God. And that’s the meaning of Baptism, another
symbol. I sprinkled the casket with the water from the font, and the font is the place of
new birth into Christ, into his body, to become a member with him. And for many of us,
for most of us, it begins in our infancy. Yes, an infant can be a holy image of God.
That’s the meaning of this icon on my left. So holiness is not primarily what we do;
holiness is what God does, and God sanctifies all those who come to the font of Baptism.
And we have to keep in mind that as long as we cooperate with the grace of God that
holiness grows. It doesn’t take necessarily heroic efforts, although in some cases it may,
but it does take obedience—that means following God’s path in life.

The crucifix, of course, reminds us that “Jesus did not deem equality with God
something to be grasped at, but rather emptied himself.” And of course, being an
obedient disciple of Christ is also a matter of emptying ourselves. We do that in many
ways. We empty ourselves when we serve others. We empty ourselves when we suffer
patiently the ravages of disease or illness or simply bear with the burdens of old age.

Icons of the Son of God

Those are all ways we empty ourselves, not trying to be God, but accepting life as it is, in
which we are all vulnerable and wounded. And it is not God’s way for us to fight this,
but to become part of it as Jesus became part of our lives—by choice in his case! And
also by choice in our case because we need to willingly desire to follow Christ.

Sacraments are not magic; they simply empower us. Baptism allows us to become a
child of God; it doesn’t force us to become a child of God. Eucharist allows us to eat in
anticipation of the heavenly banquet; it doesn’t force us to eat in anticipation of the
heavenly banquet. We’re always being invited; we’re never being forced. And when we
celebrate the Eucharist or any other sacrament, we are keeping in mind that one day we
shall also reign gloriously with Christ if we follow him in this life.

And we know now that this is where Bessie is, reigning with Christ, because she
joined in his death on the day of her Baptism, and because in her life and in her sufferings
and in her sickness, she bore with the woundedness of our nature. And so she too
became an icon of the Son of God. Don’t let gender fool us. Every human being who
follows in Christ’s footsteps is an icon of Christ in this sense that we can see the Son in
her or in him, because this type of vision is not simply the type of symbolism we’re
talking about in liturgy. It isn’t so obvious and plain and blatant, but it’s very real. The
image of God really does dwell in the hearts and the souls of the faithful. And that’s why
today must be a time, while it is a time of sorrow and grief, it also is a time of victory. It
is a time of triumph. It is a time of God’s triumph over all the things that could have
stopped his work in this life. May God be praised; may we be comforted!
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Freedom to Follow Twenty-third Sunday in Ordinary Time/C
September 9, 2001
8:45 a.m. Wis 9:13-18; Phlm 9-10, 12-17; Lk 14:25-33 (Commitment of Discipleship)

“Which of you wishing to construct a tower does not first sit down and calculate
the cost to see if there is enough for its completion?”
This is a very apropos question, especially today as we meet for the first time with the
candidates for membership in our Church and those wishing to complete their Christian
formation on an adult level. This is very appropriate today as we meet with the families
who are catechizing their children at home. What is the ultimate goal of catechesis, and
what is the ultimate goal of evangelization? It’s actually following Christ as a
disciple. And what does that really mean? And moreover, what does it really cost?
Those are the questions addressed by today’s gospel, and this is not an easy gospel to
listen to. It is meant to be a challenge. For the last several weeks we’ve been hearing
Luke’s collection of sayings and teachings about commitment. And commitment is not
an easy matter to think about. Today we see that great crowds are following Jesus; and
the clear implication, it seems to me, is that he is not at all pleased with this. Jesus was
not a politician. He was not interested in being popular. And it seems today he was
totally unpleased with the fact that crowds were following him; and so he turns to them
and addresses these words, I believe, to thin the ranks: “Are you sure you really want to
be my follower? Do you think you have what it takes? If you were constructing a
tower, you’d think about it before you started. If you were leading an army, you’d think
about it before you joined battle. Do you realize that to be my disciple is just such a thing
as building something that’s going to cost a lot? And it’s going to involve a great battle!
Do you have enough ‘stuff’?” That’s the question.
Now there are basically three areas in life where we don’t have enough ‘stuff,’
where we don’t have enough strength because we are compromised. This does not mean
these three areas are evil, but it means rather that we are identified, taken up with, and
even encumbered with.
The first is, strangely enough, family. And this is a hard saying. Families are close to
us of course, and they make us who we are. For that very reason they can become a great
obstacle to our following Christ. That’s why Jesus says, “Unless you are willing to hate
your father, your mother, your wife, your children, your sisters, your brothers, you cannot
be my disciple.” Does this mean that Jesus wants us to have ill will toward our families?
Of course not—not ill will, but freedom. That’s different! If we are to be Christ’s
disciples, our families cannot be more important to us or even as important to us as
following Christ. This is a reflection of the Old Testament statement, which no one
understands; but it’s God speaking to the prophet saying, “I am a jealous God.” That
means if you follow me, I have to be number one. And that’s what Jesus is saying. “If
you want to be my disciple, I have to be number one. You can’t have anybody—
anybody—in your life more important.” I said it wouldn’t be easy to listen to this!
That’s the gospel.

Freedom to Follow

The second area—possessions. Very often what we own owns us. Very often paying
off our debts and taking care of what we own consumes all our effort, consumes our
energy. Well then, what do we have left? So Jesus says, “Well, if you’re not willing to
renounce everything you have, you can’t be my disciple.” Of course we can’t live in
this world without anything—he knows that. He is not silly, but he is making a point.
What comes first? Discipleship is a full-time job!
Thirdly, what’s the third thing we cling to in life that can obstruct our following God?
Well, it’s living, life itself, the love of ourselves. It’s the need to survive. That itself
can become an obstacle to following Christ. And so Jesus says, “If anyone comes to me
without hating even his own life.” So think of that in the same way we think of hating
our fathers and mothers and brothers and sisters. It doesn’t mean to have ill will toward
our lives, but it means to be willing to part with life, if need be, in obedience to God.
And this is what it means to carry one’s cross. The cross is an instrument of death. It
doesn’t mean putting up with some pains in your life. It means accepting death if that is
what is called for. And if you’re not willing to do that, well, then you’re really not able
to be a disciple.
So that’s the topic that Jesus is addressing to this crowd that is following him. And of
course, Jesus is parabolic; that is, he uses exaggerations—of course he does! But there is
a tremendous point to everything he says.
Now today the Church is calling for renewal of itself, and has been doing so for forty
years since the days of Pope John XXIII. What does it mean to renew the Church? It
means to go back to the origins of what does it mean to be a disciple. And here Luke
is talking about what later became called the “three evangelical counsels.”
♦ Chastity. What is chastity? It really has nothing to do with sex in its original form.
It has to do with freedom from all relationships that obstruct following God.
That’s what it means to be chaste.
♦ Poverty. Poverty has nothing to do with having nothing. Poverty means being free
from everything that stands in the way of God.
♦ Obedience. What is obedience about? Following somebody’s orders? No. It means
freedom from the need to survive. That’s what obedience really is in its most
radical form.
And if we think of this in the way it’s presented really, it’s an invitation to a radical life
of freedom. And that then begs the question: Do we really want to be free? Well, this
is what Jesus intended when he said, “Follow me.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Understanding Suffering and Wholeness Twenty-third Week in Ordinary Time
Monday, September 10, 2001 8:30 a.m. Col 1:24—2:3; Lk 6:6-11 Room 15,
Eighth Grade (Cure of the man with the withered hand)

“At this they became frenzied and began asking one another what could be done to
Jesus.”
This attitude being reflected by the Pharisees today might be strange to us, but maybe
it won’t be too strange to us! It has to do with suffering and wholeness. There is a lot of
suffering in life; in fact, everyone has some part of his or her life that’s withered. This is
just the way life is. It’s the result of our human condition, which is something we as a
human race have willfully, voluntarily, participated in. We have evolved, but through
our own choices. We just didn’t evolve the way we are now like a flower. Human
beings have contributed to their history in a way that flowers have not. Zebras have not.
Horses have not. But human beings have. And this is a fundamental principle of our
faith. Human life is the way it is partly due to human choice, but not totally; there are
other aspects too. There are the laws of physics, chemistry, biology, all these things that
you need to learn about. But there’s always human choice too. And we’re a combination
of all of these things.
Now Jesus knew that. And he came into the world to clarify—to clarify—precisely
what is the will of God because, after all, it’s very easy to get confused. And many
people, religious people, were very confused because they thought this way: Well, this is
the way it is, so this must be the will of God. That’s how they thought. They believed in
God, and they believed God was all powerful; therefore they assumed, they deduced,
well, then the way the world is, is what God wants it to be. Is that logical? It is logical.
Is it correct? No. On your faith journey through life you will find logic is not always
correct. Why? Because the ways of God and reality itself are greater than the human
mind or human reason. Reason is good. We need to use it—use it even more than we
do—but it’s not perfect, and it can’t grasp the whole picture. Given the situation, God
now enters into our life in the person of Jesus to say, “Now I will show you blatantly,
before your very eyes, precisely what I intend. And that’s how we need to look at the
signs Jesus works, the miracles Jesus works. They’re actually messages that are visible;
they’re audible, and they’re saying that this is the will of God for you.
Now you can see that never does Jesus wither any hands, but rather he heals the hands
that are already withered. The message is clear: It is God’s will to heal the defects of our
nature. The defects of our nature may be due to biology or physics, as, for example, if a
rock fell on your head, it would cause some sort of damage—that would be physics. Or
if you’re born with a certain sort of particular genetic makeup, you might have a withered
hand; or maybe later on in life, spontaneously, out of the biochemistry of your body
maybe cancer will start growing—spontaneously, at random, for no reason—it’s just the
way things work. So there are lots of reasons why people are not whole. There are lots
of reasons why people have defects. Or another reason is sometimes we make bad
choices, and we get involved in things that are unhealthy, as, for example, smoking. You
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start smoking and you’re young enough, pretty soon you’ll be hooked, and you’ll be
smoking, smoking, smoking all the time—ruining your lungs. And you could say, “Well,
gee, I didn’t know that would happen,” but that’s not going to save your lungs. So the
results of even our choices far exceed our awareness of what it is we’re choosing. That’s
why we need to learn to be wise and listen to people who tell us the truth. We cannot
foresee the results of our choices, but our choices still are going to be there with all their
consequences. So you may be innocently just playing around with cigarettes—that is not
going to save your lungs. And that’s true for every other thing too. You may say, “Well,
gee, I never knew that would happen!” That doesn’t mean it won’t! That’s why we need
to be wise. We have to seek wisdom.
And Jesus was here trying to teach wisdom, trying to show people, look, God’s will is
for wholeness, for health. There are lots of reasons why we may be messed up, but, no
matter what it is, God is the way to wholeness. And so Jesus healed people who were
demonized. That’s the way the ancient people talked about mental problems, emotional
difficulties, especially of a profound nature. They said, “Well they have something in
them, some evil spirit.” Jesus delivered them from those things. People with physical
defects—Jesus healed them. People with moral problems—he forgave them. No matter
what it was, Jesus was the source of healing and wholeness. And that’s the message of
what God really intends.
Now the problem is do we really want to intend it? Well, here is a story about very
religious people who were actually angry. In fact, they were in a frenzy! Well, because
this really assaulted their faith! Their faith was that the way things are is the way God
wants them. So when they saw someone who was suffering they said, “Well, that person
sure deserves it.” That’s the way they wanted to think. They chose to think this way. Or
if a person was very well off, well, that person deserves it. And then, of course, they’d
work like the dickens—you can imagine—to be well off so they could prove to others
and to themselves how good they really were. And they called that “religion”! So don’t
think for one minute that just because someone calls something “religion,” or someone
says, “This is faith,” it is therefore good or correct. It need not be. It could be very
perverse. And all you have to do is read the New Testament and you’ll find out about all
that.
That brings us then to the final conclusion, which comes from actually St. Paul’s
letter. He says, “Even now I find joy in the suffering I endure for you.” Well, how could
that be? Because he started to realize what God really wants. And he realized that in
order to get what God really wants in life it does require suffering—not deformity, not
disease, but a certain amount of suffering, which means the difference between what God
wants and what already is. And Paul was willing to suffer, to endure, in order to bring
the gospel, the good news, to others.
Now as you grow in life you’re going to find both defects in yourself and defects in
others, on the one hand; and you’re also going to find opportunities to suffer. First of all,
in regard to defects in yourself and others, you have to be assured that this is not God’s
will for you to be defective. It’s God’s will for you to be whole, for you to be holy, for
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you to be totally saved. Secondly, you will have to realize that this probably will not
happen instantaneously in life, but through a process that involves endurance. And if you
learn how to endure, you will learn how to become sanctified and holy and whole. And
you will have a motive, a motivation, for growth and change, without which suffering
becomes useless.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
General Call and Special Calling Twenty-third Week in Ordinary Time Tuesday,
September 11, 2001 8:30 a.m. Col 2:6-15; Lk 6:12-19 (All School Mass)
(Mission and Ministering)

The gospel tells us a story of Jesus, and there are all kinds of different people
involved. For example, there are people from Tyre and Sidon. Now who has ever heard
of those places? Did you ever hear of Tyre? No, I didn’t think so. How about Sidon?
Where do you think Tyre is? Katie? Is it in Israel? No, no, it’s kind of like out in the
sticks; it’s like you could call it the “slums” of that geographical area—at least from the
viewpoint of the people of Christ’s time. So the people from Tyre are kind of like—they
wouldn’t be exactly welcomed around; let’s put it that way. They had their prejudices
just as we do. So there are these people from Tyre and Sidon, not welcome, but
nonetheless Jesus welcomes them; and they’re not even part of his family or part of his
faith family or his religion or anything, but he welcomes everybody! So it’s like if he is
inviting people from Tyre, he is inviting everybody! You get the picture?
Then there are also many of his very close disciples. How many did he have? How
many disciples did Jesus have? Well, twelve of the very special ones, which today is
about how he picked them. But then in a bigger group of his followers who were with
him all the time, Mathew, how many? More then fifty? Yeah, how many? About
seventy. About seventy men, mostly, and some women would follow him quite
regularly. And they had a very special role to play. And later on in a different text it says
how Jesus sent them out two-by-two. It’s sometimes easier to work with someone
helping you; working all by yourself is sometimes a little difficult. So Jesus sent them
out two-by-two and gave them authority over what? Gave them authority over disease.
He said, “You lay your hands on the sick and they will recover.”
And then there is now the twelve, the twelve very special, closest, associates of Jesus.
By name—they’re named today—they’re called his “apostles.” And they’re the ones that
he spent most time with. And why do you think he did that, Pat? Because he needed to
what? Yeah, he needed to spread the word. But he also needed to form them, form them
because their job would be, after he was gone, to remember all of his innumerable
teachings. Okay?
So you have different kinds of people who have one thing in common: they all were
attracted to him. Some of them came basically because they needed what he had. Others
came because they wanted to share in what he was doing. And then a third group was the
specially chosen, intimate companions, friends and collaborators.
Now that basic picture continues today because Christ’s work is not over, and
everybody is called to Christ. No matter who they are and no matter where they come
from they are called to Christ. But in order for Christ’s work to continue there have to be
disciples that actually do the work. We all can’t be from Tyre and Sidon. If we’re all
from Tyre and Sidon, then nothing will ever get done! If we’re all waiting for somebody
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else—you get it? If we’re all waiting to be served, well, who is going to do the serving?
That’s why Jesus had disciples. He needs special helpers.
So some of you—in fact, I would like to say all of you—are called to be special
helpers like the seventy disciples. I can’t be absolutely sure you’re going to say yes, but I
can say that I believe all of you are called to discipleship, to some form of service.
You’re not only called to be healed and to be helped, but you’re actually called to serve
God in a very real way.
And then some of you—and I don’t know how many—but some of you I’m sure are
called to be especially close to Jesus, to spend a long time in being formed in the Spirit of
Christ, to spend a long time learning the wisdom that has been handed on age after age
after age from the time of Jesus, and to serve as very special ministers in the Church. So
I want you to think about how God is asking you to help out in this great task that God
himself has taken on to bring health and healing to the world. The world is full of very
sick people—not only physically—worse—morally, spiritually sick people, people who
do evil things; and every day we hear about more of it! But that doesn’t have to stay this
way. Through the love of God the world can be healed. And you can be the one whose
hands are empowered to bring that touch of love and peace and forgiveness to others.
Meanwhile, we have to also recognize that sometimes we’re the ones who have
caused the trouble. Sometimes we don’t treat each other in a very Christ-like way.
Sometimes we just decide we don’t like somebody. Well, it’s kind of natural not to like
everybody, but that doesn’t mean we treat them the way we feel. To be Christ-like we
have to go beyond our feelings and treat people as Christ would. We have to recognize
our prejudices, our bad feelings, our negative feelings, about people and bring those to
Jesus for healing. That’s what the plan is. That’s what Christ is trying to do right now.
Now as we come to the Eucharist, we are coming to eat the body, the blood, the soul,
and the divinity of Christ. This is a sign, a symbol, of what Jesus has given for us. So
let’s do that thoughtfully with attention, with meaning, with devotion, and ask the Lord as
we receive him to help us be touched by him. Amen.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
God Loves the Wicked Twenty-third Week in Ordinary Time Thursday,
September 13, 2001 7:00 a.m. Col 3:12-17; Lk 6:27-38 (St. John Chrysostom)
(Love enemies)

“To you who hear me, I say: Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you; bless
those who curse you and pray for those who maltreat you.”
The gospel teachings can be pious reflections until life circumstances make them
existential; that means life brings us in contact with the true meaning and power of the
gospel. The recent events in New York and Washington are a perfect example of how
life circumstances can force us into confronting the gospel in its radical demands.
Loving our enemies, well, of course, we often think of this in a rather trivial way or rather
abstract way. Well, now we can think of it in a visceral way. Jesus’ point is, of course,
retaliation as a way of life is hopeless. And he is trying to teach his disciples that they
need to take a very different tact in dealing with life’s problems—in other words, not
reacting. He says, “Do good to those who hate you.” That is not a natural reaction.
“Bless those who curse you.” That is not a natural reaction either. “And pray for those
who maltreat you,” again, not a natural reaction.
The basic theme of this entire gospel is that if you are to be a true child of God, your
actions and passions and thoughts and feelings have to be reprogrammed—if you want to
use that word—retrained, according not to the human nature we’re familiar with, but
according to the divine nature, because we are called on to be children of God. And that
has consequences, consequences in terms of how we feel and how we think and how we
behave and what choices we make. And it is God who is good to the wicked. Now do
we ever really think about what that means? God is good to the wicked.

God Loves the Wicked

Well, we should think about it because each of us in some way has been wicked,
perhaps not grievously, but not always acting according to God’s ways; and ultimately
that’s what it means to be wicked, to go against God. But God is good to us even when
we fail because he wants us, he has chosen us, he has created us, and he is faithful to his
own will and purpose. If any of us get away from God, it’s only because of our
determination to do so.
God is good to the wicked. God is good to those who oppose him, and through his
goodness seeks to convert them. So his love and compassion seeks to change. And he
has called his people to follow his way. And thus Jesus says, “Be compassionate as your
Father is compassionate.” The only measure of how much we should be compassionate
is again God, period!
Now we might imagine in our meditation today what the world would be like if we
really did this, and we can recognize we have an opportunity right now to do this, not to
judge and not to condemn.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Christ’s Triumph during Suffering
Twenty-third Week in Ordinary Time Friday,
September 14, 2001 7:30 p.m. Nm 21:4-9; Phil 2:6-11; Jn 3:13-17 National
Day of Mourning
(Exaltation of the Holy Cross)

“For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but that the
world might be saved through him.”
It is a very sad event that brings us together this evening on the feast of the Triumph
of the Holy Cross, a very old feast in the history of the Church. The readings this week
that were assigned, just by chance you might say, are all very pertinent to what transpired
on Tuesday, very pertinent if we take our faith seriously. Yesterday we had the very
challenging teachings: “Love your enemies; bless those who curse you.” These are
pious and lovely teachings except when life attacks us; when we feel threatened or
offended, then our emotions tend to override those teachings laid down in our
minds.
Today we celebrate the Triumph of the Cross-, and this itself is an odd term. It is not
the triumph of the resurrection; it is the triumph of the cross! And that’s what the
meaning of the gospel is; the Gospel of John, in particular, looks at Jesus triumphant
from the cross. From this viewpoint, from the viewpoint of the evangelist, Jesus is not
victorious only when he rises from the dead; he is victorious as he hangs upon the
cross, because he has not allowed hatred and ill will and malice to poison his
relationship with the Father. He has not allowed the evil of certain people to poison
his relationship with others. And so in the midst of his suffering, he is triumphant;
that’s the point of this gospel.
This gift that God gives us is God; and sometimes our language perhaps obscures this,
but that is the meaning of the incarnation. God’s gift to us is God, and God gives it
even though in his wisdom and foreknowledge he knows we will abuse and torment
and harm and kill this gift. This is hard for us to confront, but it is the gospel! It is our
belief. And Jesus, as the Son of God, in his human nature, willingly accepts this role, this
more than role, this mission to be the one in whom all sin converges in an effort to
destroy. This is the mystery of sin that sin tries to destroy what is good and is often very
successful. But at least once in the history of humanity it was not successful—this
moment, which is the fullness of time when God allowed himself to enter into human
life and to absorb all the evil that we could throw at God! And the word for this is
“love”—a word we rarely comprehend!
Now it is in this moment that we need to think about the quality of life that God has
afforded us. St. Paul says to his disciples, “Are you not aware that you who were
baptized were baptized into Christ’s death, so that you could live a new life?” And again,
this is the central mystery of our Baptism, the central mystery of our faith, that we have
died to what is merely natural and we now live a new life together with one another. No
one can live this new life by himself or herself. It is not the life of an individual. It’s the
life of a body; and it’s the life of the body of Christ, to whom we are joined in Baptism.

Christ’s Triumph during Suffering

That’s why the gospel of yesterday challenged Jesus’ disciples to love their enemies, to
be as compassionate as the Father is compassionate, because the new nature we have is
God’s nature, not human nature.
Again, we can only wonder and marvel at this gift that is offered. And sometimes we
don’t marvel and wonder. Sometimes we even perhaps complain or even reject this
great gift. Well, that’s also part of the story. The people of God, after having been
saved from the terror and torment of Pharaoh, soon forgot the God who was guiding them
and began complaining. And that’s what the first reading was about from the Book of
Numbers, how they complained and then something bad happened. They were
confronted with serpents. And you know, the Bible does not really tell the history of the
world from God’s point of view; it tells it from the point of view of the believing
community. And the believing community is sometimes childlike. And the Book of
Numbers reflects a childlike way of confronting problems. When saraph serpents
attacked them, the community believed that God sent them. That’s guilt speaking. They
knew they had been wrong to complain about God. They knew they had been wrong to
question God’s love for them or his power to protect them. And they realized that they
had failed the trial.
But even here God was not about to leave them. God told Moses to fashion an image
of what was biting them so that they would know that God’s real will is to give life. And
Jesus himself embodied that life that God wills for all of us. And Jesus spoke in his
actions always about life, always about healing, and always about forgiveness, never
about death or punishment or retaliation—Jesus never did that because he was
speaking in his way, in his words, in his actions, he was speaking for God. He was
telling us what God wants us to know, which we couldn’t figure out by ourselves. And
so Jesus is trying to lead us into freedom, freedom ultimately from even ourselves!
And so as we gather tonight we pray for the victims of evil, but not only the victims
in New York or Washington. Our interests have to broaden and include all the victims
of injustice in the world. Sometimes you hear the word “innocent” used with victim.
Of course they’re innocent. Even soldiers in war are innocent. They go into battle out of
loyalty to their families and out of loyalty to their country. They’re innocent. They’re
not evil-minded people. So of course these victims are innocent. We pray for them; we
pray for their families who are going to have to face life now with great changes and
great loss.
We also pray for ourselves that we will gain a deeper appreciation for the public
servants such as policemen and policewomen and firemen and firewomen who offer
their lives on a routine basis to protect us. They are the people, I believe, who reflect in a
very strong way Christ’s own willingness to serve. And I think often we take them for
granted because we give them a salary, but that can never be commensurate with the
service they render.
And then I think we need to intercede for our government leaders that they follow
the ways of wisdom, and not folly. They could either, through the help of God, turn this
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into a time of healing and growth toward greater understanding in the world, or they
could make it worse. And we pray that they will not make it worse.
And we pray for ourselves that in our own thoughts, in our own minds, in our
own hearts we’ll be free from useless anxiety and fear that has its root in the fear of
death, because as it says in the Letter to the Hebrews, “The devil kept the world in
bondage by the fear of death.” We don’t need to be in bondage by the fear of death. We
have been set free by a new birth in the Spirit of Christ. And so we pray that through our
heightened awareness of the terror of the situation, we may grow also in a heightened
awareness of the power of God’s redemptive love: “For God did not send his Son into
the world to condemn the world, but that the world might be saved through him.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Love Requires Suffering Twenty-third Week in Ordinary Time Saturday,
September 15, 2001 8:00 a.m. Heb 5:7-9; Lk 2:33-35 (Our Lady of Sorrows)
(Simeon’s prediction)

It is said there is no greater pain than for a parent to lose a child. In a sense this is
out of the order of nature. Normally, in the order of nature children bury their parents,
not vice versa; so when a parent buries a child, this is an unusual sort of pain, an unusual
form of sorrow.
Now we see in Mary, our Blessed Mother, that she endured this with grace, as
indeed she endured all of life with grace. We have to realize that God’s grace does not
make life easy for us. God’s grace does not save us from sorrow or pain or suffering or
hardship or conflict or death. God’s grace does not save us from any of these things, but
grace allows us to live these events of life in the heart of God. And Jesus told his
disciples that they were to be as “compassionate as the Father is compassionate.” And
Mary, as she lost her own son, had the company of the heavenly Father; and in that she
was living out the compassion of the Father. “Compassion” means “suffering with.”
And perhaps the reason why we avoid getting too close to God is that we are afraid
of compassion. Perhaps we’re afraid of suffering with the Father, the anguish that is
summed up in the death of Jesus, but which does not begin with or is not isolated by the
death of Jesus. The death of Jesus sums up and incorporates and encompasses all
moral evil, all injustice, all cruelty, all wickedness, all malice. All of this is summed up
and absorbed by the death of Jesus. And how does the Father deal with this? This is the
mystery of divine love.
And Mary shared intimately in that mystery and felt it in a very powerfully
physical and emotional way. The whole message of the incarnation, again, is that God
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enters into our lives and shares our lives, which are physical, emotional, mental lives.
And Mary lived that cross in herself, that cross Jesus accepted—as will all who love.
In this way love requires suffering, just as love requires compassion; they’re not
separable. But what Mary shows us in a physical way, in a purely human way because
she is not divine, Mary shows us how we can suffer with grace, and how we can
endure; and that God is with us. And moreover, somehow, in the suffering that love
requires, we do grow and we do learn as Jesus himself learned obedience from what
he suffered, and that what may seem to be something to be avoided at all cost turns out to
be the way to truth and life.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Confronting Our Indifference Twenty-fourth Sunday in Ordinary Time/C
September 16, 2001 12:15 p.m. Ex 32:7-11, 13-14; 1 Tm 1:12-17; Lk 15:1-32
(Lost Sheep, Lost Coin, Lost Son)

“Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I no longer deserve to be
called your son.”

Today’s gospel reading has three parables. The third is a contrast between two
brothers—one prodigal who demanded what did not belong to him and got it, who then
wasted all of it on empty pleasures. This is an apt description of the sin of lust, wasting
everything on nothing except pleasure, which in the long run is nothing! And this idea
fits most people’s idea of what sin is. The second brother—very different: obedient,
faithful, dutiful. This is not most people’s idea of what sin is. And so the gospel
surprises us by presenting the elder brother, the faithful brother, in a way that shows that
he is just as far from the heart of the father as his prodigal brother.

This is a new teaching from Christ, from Jesus. Contrary to the tradition in which
Jesus himself was reared, he believed sin to be not only a matter of deed or action, but
also a matter of heart. Surely doing good deeds is laudable, and doing foul deeds is
deplorable. But what Jesus was trying to show us is that we can do good deeds either
for bad reasons or in an unwilling and resentful manner that spoils the goodness in
the deeds themselves. The faithful son was faithful only outwardly in terms of the actual
behavior he performed—not in the inner disposition of his heart. There he was in love
only with himself.

This leads to a very important principle and truth that might sound very weird to us,
that we are the victims of our own sins! We need to say that in our own day and culture
in which people love to portray themselves as victims, in which people love to play the
“blame game.” Scripture shows us that we are indeed victims, but of our own sins and
faults. Do not forget the story of Jesus himself on the way to the cross when he met the
weeping women of Jerusalem, and he told them, “Do not weep for me. Weep for
yourselves and your sins.” Do we every think what this meant? The prodigal son had to
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face the results of his lust, of his choices, of his actions; but he at least came to his senses,
which means that he realized that his pitiful condition was his own fault and not
anyone else’s. The elder brother, on the other hand, did not realize this. He thought
his own seething resentment and bitterness was his father’s fault.

Perhaps we need to see these two brothers are two sides of each of us. On the one
hand, we can easily see and admit our own outward faults especially when they lead to
disastrous results. But it’s not so easy for us to see our inner coolness to God, our
unwillingness to share in God’s suffering, another word for God’s compassion.
“Compassion” means “suffering with.” God suffers with evil in the world. Having
given us freedom, he will not retract it; but he is deeply pained by the way we use it.
Do we want to share in this pain? If we do not, we will never share in his joy either.
That’s the point of this parable—all three of them actually.

The evil others do doesn’t seem to bother us unless we are the direct victims, or if
the direct victim is someone like us, or someone we can identify with because perhaps
we know them, or because they are our countrymen, or because they belong to our
particular group or color or culture. But if they’re different somehow, if they live far
away, belong to a different religion, a different culture, a different ethnic group, speak a
different language, or look different, then we do not share God’s pain at the injustices
they suffer. We will not share God’s anxiety over the continuing injustice that we permit
in our world. And then we cannot share in God’s joy either when people make peace
or work for justice or seek forgiveness. It’s not our business; it’s not our bother—just
like the elder brother. Luke, I believe, is trying to get us to be in touch with the inner
side of our souls, to show us how indifferent we can be.

It was truly edifying to see the outpouring this past week of sympathy, grief,
heartache, and concern following the madness of Tuesday morning. I pray with our
bishop and the Church that we can harness that concern and apply it to all the
injustices that persist in our world.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Pray for Our Leaders Twenty-fourth Week in Ordinary Time Monday,
September 17, 2001 7:00 a.m. 1 Tm 2:1-8; Lk 7:1-10 (St. Robert Bellarmine)
(Prayers of petition, intercession, and thanksgiving for those in authority)

“First of all, I urge that petitions, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be offered
for all men, especially for kings and those in authority, that we may be able to lead
undisturbed and tranquil lives in perfect piety and dignity.”
In this Letter to Timothy St. Paul or his disciple, whoever actually penned these
words, is recommending something perhaps we don’t think about too often: the need that
our rulers have, our leaders, for prayer. Indeed in certain ways I think we take our
blessings for granted: we assume that God will always give us whatever we need. And in
one sense that’s true. And yet Jesus who encouraged us to have a great trust in the Father
also said that we’re to pray always. So we need to keep in mind the needs of our rulers,
our leaders, elected officials, or whatever, and the armed forces, and the police and all
those who are in care of security.
They meet daily many temptations to take short-cuts, to use their power in an
unworthy way, to justify what they do with their power—“might makes right”—that
mentality, to abuse power. And perhaps the greatest temptation faced by our leaders in
our political system is the temptation to please people rather than do what is right. And
of course, this temptation is almost beyond human capacity to resist, and it is the source
of many fundamental problems in our society, the fact that our politicians do not want to
resist popular opinion.
In fact this came to a head recently in a discussion on capital punishment: Why in
Europe capital punishment is illegal everywhere, but in this country it’s legal? And in the
discussion on this topic someone commented, “I suppose European people are more
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civilized.” And a European journalist said, “Oh, that’s not true. European people want
capital punishment as much as American people do, but our politicians stand up against
us, and they tell us what they believe is right; and American politicians don’t.” That may
not always be true, but there’s some truth in it. And behind that there is a secret that has
led to many of our difficulties. So we need to pray for our politicians, for our leaders, on
all levels, that they will do what’s right, that they will resist temptations, which come in
many different forms. And in some respects we can say that perhaps there are many
problems because there are so few prayers.
Then finally, at the end of the letter or this section of the letter, he says, “It is my wish,
then, that in every place the men shall offer prayers with blameless hands held aloft”—
that was an ancient Christian practice to pray with hands held up—“and be free from
anger and dissension.” If we want our prayers to count, our hearts have to be free from
anger and dissension. This is the word of the Lord.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Recognizing Our Deadness Twenty-fourth Week in Ordinary Time Tuesday,
September 18, 2001 7:00 a.m. 1 Tm 3:1-13; Lk 7:11-17 (Raising of Widow’s Son)

Scripture has many stories about death and life, and we can read the stories on
different levels. On one level this is a story about Jesus giving a widow her son back, and
from that point of view it’s a very nice story. It shows his compassion, his concern of
others. She was, after all, all alone without her son. But this is a little bit limited and
doesn’t do justice to the full import of this story or others like it.
The evangelist is finding ways of showing Jesus bringing life. And the point is do we
realize how dead we are? You have heard that rather enigmatic statement “Let the dead
bury the dead.” And we think that’s just a puzzle and forget about it. But in these stories
Jesus is raising people to life who are dead. That is a sign of what he is doing all the
time. Not every dead person is on a litter on the way to the grave. A lot of dead people
are walking. A lot of dead people are talking. A lot of dead people are working—but
they’re dead!
And in our particular tradition, in our Catholic tradition, I believe it’s something
we’ve had a very hard time facing because in contradistinction to the Protestant
Reformation, for example, we’ve always defended the goodness of human nature, which
is all very important and needs to be done, but we often don’t see the deadness of the
human condition and of our own condition. So we imagine very often that we can do,
when we can’t! We imagine that we are, when we are not! Life isn’t simply going
through motions. The real life that Jesus came to bring is something else. And he is
bidding all of us to “Get up!”

Recognizing Our Deadness

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Letting God’s Wisdom Override Our Moods Twenty-fourth Week in Ordinary Time
Wednesday, September 19, 2001 7:00 a.m. 1 Tm 3:14-16; Lk 7:31-35 (St. Janurius)
(Piped a tune; Sang a dirge)

“God’s wisdom is vindicated by all who accept it.”
Pope Paul VI in writing his great letter on evangelization said, “The gospel is
attractive.” And that’s true enough; however, it’s an attraction that needs to be accepted.
It’s not an attraction that necessarily appeals to our likes and dislikes. The attraction is to
something deeper within us, the deepest sense and spirit of wonder and the deepest
selfless desire for truth and freedom.
But very often we’re out of touch with what is deepest in ourselves, and we react to
life in terms of like and dislike. And we are really encumbered by our own habits,
including our habits of perception, the way we always see things; our habits of thought,
the way we always think about things; and our habits of emotion, the way we always feel
about things. And these are obstacles to the wisdom of God. And for us to really see
through to the revelation of the gospel, we have to be able to let go of these obstacles.
We have to let go of habitual ways of looking at things and habitual ways of thinking
about things and people and God.
And when we don’t have that willingness, then the gospel will not appeal; and
whatever shows up on the screen, we will shoot down! And that’s what Jesus is talking
about when he says, “We piped you a tune, but you did not dance,” as if the gospel is
supposed to enter into my personal mood at the time! I don’t feel like dancing, so I’m
not going to dance! But life is a dance! And we have to see through our moods and get
into life, life in the truest sense, the deepest sense that Christ is the way and the truth and
the life. But often we’re bound up in our own personal lives as opposed to life. We don’t
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feel like dancing, and so the gospel doesn’t attract us. It doesn’t suit us. It doesn’t
answer our personal need of the moment.
“We sang you a dirge, but you did not wail.” Again, there is something profoundly
tragic about the human condition, and the gospel proclaims it; but maybe we don’t feel it
is tragic at the moment. We’d rather be frivolous! We want the gospel to appeal to our
own moods of the moment. That’s what this is about.
“God’s wisdom is vindicated by all who accept it.” The only way we will ever know
the power of the gospel, the only way the truth that makes us free will ever make us free,
is by our accepting it by an act of the will, by a choice that overrides our moods and
feelings and thoughts and habits. And when we do come to that wisdom of God and
accept it—when we really accept it—then it will vindicate itself.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Ancient Greek and Modern-day Values Twenty-sixth Sunday in Ordinary Time/C
September 30, 2001
(Vigil, 6:45 p.m.)
Delphi, Greece
Am 6:1, 4-7;
1 Tm 6:11-16; Lk 16:19-31

I could talk about Lazarus, but I’m not inclined to. What draws my attention is the
Letter to Timothy and, in particular, the admonition:
“But you, man of God, pursue righteousness, devotion, faith, love, patience, and
gentleness. Compete well for the faith.”
I think that as I tour this area I’m impressed by a culture—not the present Greek
culture, but the past—and I’m wondering what it really said to people. And I’m not
exactly sure I have a clear message, but what I’m picking up is that immortality belongs
to the gods and to certain other special people who perhaps are half children of a god or
who are unusual in the attainments of life. But as I understand it, immortality is not for
the ordinary folk. So there is a chasm. However, life is great and grand and should be
lived to the full; that’s surely a message that comes through all these pagan stories,
however, not with a great deal of sense of right and wrong. The gods do things that seem
rather shabby; and if the gods act shabbily toward one another, well, of course, I suppose
we can do the same.
So this Scripture is really giving a different message about pursuing righteousness and
devotion, although I do think that the ancient people were devout in a certain way. But
I’m not sure they had faith in the transcendent sense; I mean, I’m not reading it if it’s
there. At the end there is that paean to the “King of kings and Lord of lords, who alone
has immortality, who dwells in unapproachable light, and whom no human being has
seen or can see.” And this is the one Jesus Christ who is inviting everyone into a
communion, but a communion that requires some sort of following through, a sort of
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imitating in terms of his sense of what is holy, what is right, what is true. And it’s a
search and it’s a great challenge. And while the doors of the kingdom are open to
everyone, it’s not everyone who really has the gumption or the willingness to go through
those doors. So there is a very different mentality being preached in the gospel.
And I think today, in America anyway, I think our society is returning to more of the
themes of the ancient Greek society: where everything is erotic; and everything is
sensual; and everything is pleasurable; and everything is right now, today; everything is
material; and fulfillment is in the here and now! That’s what I’m reading in the past. I
could be wrong, and I can be corrected later on if I am wrong. (With a glance toward
Nina, the Greek tour guide).
But the message of the gospel is very different. And the message of the gospel is
challenging us modern-day Americans to a deeper commitment to standards of
righteousness and holiness and selflessness and order and determination. And I think we
always need to be open to that.
And we can just add, as a slight addition, an awareness of poverty and a concern and a
compassion for the poor and those who cannot help themselves, like Lazarus.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Angels—the Reach of God
Twenty-sixth Week in Ordinary Time Monday,
October 2, 2001 8:30 a.m. Ex 23:20-23; Mt 18:1-5, 10 (All School and Boards)
(The Guardian Angels)

Well, Good morning everyone! I’m very happy to be with you this morning. We
have assembled those adults, who are able to come, from the various boards of our
school; and so we are celebrating together this wonderful Eucharist.
Now I just recently returned—in fact yesterday—from Greece, which is very
important in the history of the United States, which of course you know—don’t you?
Greece is the origin of what? Keith, what ideas came out of ancient Greece that we
incorporate into our society? Steve? Daniel, what ideas? Vincent? The arch! No, that
came from Rome. But what ideas about our society? The Olympics! Yes, that’s true;
but what’s even more important than the Olympics? Democracy! That’s correct. Joe,
you get an “A” in civics. Democracy, which is our way of life, originated actually in
Greece.
But, and this is the strange thing that I learned—let’s say I re-leaned it or learned it a
new way while I was on my travels—is that in Greece democracy was a very exclusive
sort of thing. In other words, only a few people were included in those citizens who
made up the voters and the people who decided things: a small number of people, only
men, never women, for one thing—and not all men! Many men were excluded, turned
away, because they didn’t have a certain sort of social status.
Children were not well regarded at all—poorly regarded—especially girls, but boys
not too much either except in the case of the fact that a boy might grow up to be an
important man. That was about his only hope, and then he had to be born into the right
family. So, in general, human life—believe it or not—was not respected—not at all! In
fact, this is something I learned, which I found horrific, that actually people were allowed
to abandon their children for ten days after they were born. If they didn’t want them,
they could put them in a field and let them die—for ten days! After ten days, they had to
name them. After they named them, then they couldn’t do that. So that’s not a very
wholesome society; is it? So democracy itself isn’t the end all and be all of humanity.
And sometimes we have to look at ourselves and say that, well, we don’t always
understand what humanity is about either.

Angels—the Reach of God

Now what Jesus brought into today’s gospel is the great value that every little child
has in the sight of God. And this is another way of saying that everybody has value. If a
little child has value, then everybody has value. In Greek society what mattered was
wealth and power. Jesus says, “No, that’s not what matters. What matters is that every
little human being is a child of God.” That’s what matters. And if that’s true, then God
is watching over every single child. And so we need to bring into our own perspective
this value that even the smallest of us has. Even the smallest, the weakest, the saddest,
among us have value. And I’ll bring up another thing—which probably I shouldn’t—but
in Sparta, which is one of the city-states, if a child let’s say had a problem, let’s say they
were born not quite right, they got rid of them. They killed them! You had to be perfect.
Now Jesus’ point is very different. We don’t have to be perfect because God is
perfect—you see? Our goodness doesn’t rest upon what we are, but rests upon who God
is. And it’s God that matters. And God wants and loves every single human being
however so small!
Now if we have this idea, then this is going to change our perspective. For example,
sometimes you might feel rather lonely. You might think, oh well, nobody really cares.
Well, that’s wrong. God cares! You say, “Well, that doesn’t really matter much because
God is in heaven, I’m here!” But the point of the gospel is that God’s care reaches all of
us in many different ways. See, an angel is God’s reach. You may see an angel or not.
You may know an angel or not. But the reach of God has many different, you might say,
ways of getting through. And so actually when we feel alone—feeling alone is an
illusion—we’re never alone—never. God is always reaching us somehow, guiding us,
directing us, and protecting us.
Now that does not mean we’re going to live in a perfect bubble with no problems and
that there is no harm on earth. Of course there is. Because of free will human beings can
do what they want, and they often do very bad things. But you know, a lot of bad things
happen on earth because people don’t value and respect themselves. If you don’t value
and respect yourself, you’re not going to value and respect others. If you don’t value and
respect others, you’ll do, eventually, bad things. So it starts with knowing who you are.
And you can’t know who you are unless you know where you came from, and where you
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came from is from God. So you’re never alone. You’re never without protection, never
without guidance.
And you can pray and receive direction from God. Now this takes a little practice.
You have to learn how to do this; you have to learn how to listen. You know the reason
why a lot of people don’t get any answers to their prayers is that they don’t know how to
listen. They get the answers, but they don’t know how to hear them! But God is always
available; his reach is always available, and he can always guide us and direct us.
But if that’s true, then we have to also cooperate with God in being his reach too. We
can be, you might say employed, employed by God as his hand, his arm, his light,
touching other people because if we look at the world today we see, well, we’re pretty
well off, I mean in Downers Grove. It’s one of the best places there is! I’ve never seen a
better one! Oh, there are richer suburbs, but there’s no better one! There is no better
place to live than Downers Grove. So we’re well off—okay. But a lot of people in the
world aren’t. Can we somehow reach them for God? That I think will please God very
much.
Just like in the early Greek world where children were excluded and women were
excluded and many other people were excluded from a full participation in the world, so
today in our world the same thing. Millions and billions of people are excluded from
enjoying life. Maybe we can reach one of them. And that way being an angel and being
an apostle will really be the same thing. So we’re all called to be apostles and we’re all
called to be angels. First of all we have to learn to be guided, then perhaps we can help
guide someone else to know who they are and where they come from and why they’re
important and why we have a lot of work to do to make our world safe for all of us.

Angels—the Reach of God
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Joy, Humility, and Poverty Twenty-sixth Week in Ordinary Time Thursday,
October 4, 2001 7:00 a.m. Gal 6:14-18; Lk 10:1-12 (St. Francis Assisi)

Today we celebrate the memorial of St. Francis of Assisi, and it would be no
exaggeration to say he is one of the most popular saints in the entire history of the
Church. Now his popularity is related to the influence he had in his own town, in his own
time, in his own country, and throughout Europe.

There are three qualities that one can associate with St. Francis: joy, humility, and
poverty. And these three qualities are interrelated; they’re really all one thing, and they
have to do with St. Francis’ personal commitment to the gospel, the way that he
personally interpreted gospel life for himself in the particular circumstance he found
himself. He was born of a wealthy family. His father was a businessman. He was
destined to take over the business, but he felt that to be a burden. He felt that was
something that somehow contravened the spirit he felt within himself. Now, in fact, the
people of Assisi feel very sorry for St. Francis’ father, because the people of Assisi
recognize that Francis was not always, at least from his father’s viewpoint, the easiest
man to deal with. And saints rarely are easy to deal with!

But the point that St. Francis tried to make of his life, the statement he made, is that
we do not need riches or position or power to experience the fullness of God, and that
people are frequently mistaking the goods of this world for the goods of God. He was not
against the world. He was not anti-worldly, but he was simple. And his simplicity was a
matter of that other quality I mentioned, humility. In himself he was willing to be just
who he was, and he refused to expend his energies in trying to be somebody else. And so
he focused on, in a way that very few people can, the here and the now. And he saw
around him many homeless men wandering around aimlessly. And he decided perhaps
what he ought to do is give these men something to live for, so he invited them into a
brotherhood. That was a practical thing. He saw them homeless. “Well, let’s be
homeless together!” And because of his own intrinsic humility, his own inner
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peacefulness with himself, his inner simplicity, he did not find it obnoxious to beg for his
daily bread. And he taught his brothers that there was nothing degrading about begging.

The reason we feel degraded by begging and the reason why we’re humiliated,
according to St. Francis—I’m interpreting his views—is that we are full of ourselves.
We are full of imagination about who we are or should be. And we’re humiliated to be
needy, and we’re humiliated to ask others for help. Francis’ view is if you’re really
simple inside and if you just accept who you are, a child of God, you won’t be humiliated
by begging. And so he taught his brothers how to have dignity, how to have joy in life,
without all the things that people think are necessary.

Now was he really successful in creating a great religious order? That’s very
debatable. He himself was thrown out of his own religious community. Why? Because
he was the only one with the convictions! The rest, once they had the opportunity,
wanted something else.

But Francis remains for us always a call to basics. That’s really a call to freedom,
freedom from the expectations of others and freedom from our own expectations, to
accept just who we are, to acknowledge neediness, and to acknowledge that neediness—
whether it’s physical or emotional or spiritual or intellectual, or whatever kind of
neediness it is—does not take away from our dignity in the sight of God or our worth as
human beings. And to be supplicating, questing, praying people, asking God and others
for what we need, is the essence of being truthful and sincere because we are actually
very needy people as a whole. So Francis is really a call to a reality check: Who are we,
and what are we living for?

2

Joy, Humility, and Poverty

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Our Responsibility for Evil
October 5, 2001 8:30 a.m.

Twenty-sixth Week in Ordinary Time
Bar 1:15-22;
Lk 10:13-16

Friday,

Today we read from the Book of Baruch what we could call “an attack of conscience.”
When disaster strikes there are two different responses or reactions people can have—
or maybe I should say that people can either react or respond. Reactions go like this,
“We’re going to get vengeance; we’re going to answer our attackers; we are going to
respond in kind.” That’s a reaction. That’s not what happened here in the prophet
Baruch’s time. Baruch led the people to more of a response, that is, to thinking about
their responsibility.
The Bible tries to portray that God did all he could do to create a beautiful earth. And
he put on this beautiful earth people with free will. And because of free will, humanity as
a whole is stewing in it’s own juices. That does not mean that every individual person’s
problems are created by himself—that’s not necessarily true—but on the whole we create
the problems on our earth. And that’s what this is about, this reflection that the prophet is
leading people through. He recognizes it’s because of their own failure to follow God
that they’ve come to these dire situations.
Now the alternate view is that we come to dire situations because other people are
bad, because other people have become unjust, or other people treat us unfairly, or other
people victimize us. And this is always a temptation that we take to blaming. We see
that the prophet is the one sent to speak the truth to the people. And the truth that we
always need to hear is that we all have a role to play in evil in the world; that insofar as
we’re not pursuing, always and everywhere, the highest possible virtue and the highest
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possible good, we are letting ourselves down; and that it is totally inappropriate to blame
God or anyone else for our condition.
What one thing is true is that we have really all become prodigal children, like the
prodigal son in the story in Luke’s gospel, meaning we have wasted a tremendous
inheritance that God gave us. We waste in our own lives, in our societies and cultures,
tremendous possibilities for what? For building the kingdom of God. There’s nothing
lacking in what God has given us—nothing lacking! What is lacking is within ourselves,
in our responses, in our choices. And this we need to see!
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
God Intervenes through Us
Twenty-seventh Sunday in Ordinary Time
October 7, 2001 Saturday Vigil, October 6, 2001 5:00 p.m. Hb 1:2-3; 2:2-4;
2 Tm 1:6-8, 13-14; Lk 17:5-10 (Our Role for Service)

“I cry out to you, ‘Violence!’ but you do not intervene.”
This text is from tonight’s first reading from the prophet Habakkuk. This reading is as
relevant today as it was in the period after the exile, the period before Christ. Many
prophets expressed frustration and helplessness in the face of a world torn asunder
by violence, ruin, and misery. It is not hard for us to sympathize with them. From the
viewpoint of faith, the people of God believed that they had been formed in the first place
by an intervention of God in history: the deliverance from Egypt. Therefore, they
fervently hoped and prayed that God would once again intervene to save them in a
similar action.
What they often failed to note, which Jesus pointed out in various ways, is that God’s
saving purpose is not limited just to a few or just to the chosen. God’s saving purposes
are far broader. And, as St. Paul himself often reflected on, because God’s purposes are
so broad, because they’re so inclusive, they require great patience—patience on
God’s part, but also patience on our part, as men and women from various cultures and
times work out their salvation by interacting with God and each other, and
experiencing the consequences of evil. Experiencing the consequences of evil is one of
the ways we learn what evil is. We don’t simply take it on someone else’s word for it.
We taste it. We touch it. We feel it. And therefore we know it!
Christ himself teaches that salvation is not a matter of being privileged or preserved,
as he was not in any way preserved from suffering evil. “Son though he was, Jesus did
not deem equality with God something to be grasped at, but he emptied himself.” The
whole idea of Christ becoming a savior has to do with how he emptied himself of his
divinity and took on human vulnerability, a human face, a human body, a human
personality, a human will. And within his humanity he dealt with life with all its evils,
with all its troubles, with all its violence, with all its unfairness and injustice, and thereby
exemplified what it means to be chosen. To be chosen, according to Christ then,
according to his example in life, to be chosen means to be of service to God and to be
an example for God.
And that exemplifies this gospel reading. We’re not called for privilege; we’re called
for service. We’re not saved from, but saved for. Thus the continuing existence of
violence in the world speaks of a failure on behalf of the chosen to serve the cause of
God, to serve the cause of justice. For in the teaching and the experience of Christ, we
can see God’s purpose is not simply or merely ending violence, but establishing the
shalom, the peace, rooted in justice. And this begins with Christ.
And the gospel is meant for Christians, for believers in Christ, to examine our
consciences about our quality of service to this work, the work of the gospel, the
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work of justice, the work of exemplifying what God is all about in the world,
exemplifying the covenant, embodying the justice of the covenant. How well are we
doing? We often go to God with our prayers. We want special help. That’s not bad.
That’s not wrong. But the gospel is saying, “What about your service?” Are we
working for justice at home and abroad? It’s a massive issue. It’s not something any
one of us can do very well, but we underestimate our power! Jesus said in the gospel
today, “If you have faith the size of a mustard seed”—which is not very big. And we
often think, well, if we only had more faith, if we only had more power, if we only had
more influence. But the truth is we don’t use the faith we have. We don’t use the
power we have. We don’t use the influence we have.
Apropos to what the United States has been experiencing the last few weeks, are we as
Christian believers aware of how people perceive us overseas, and are their perceptions
valid, justified? Is there anything we need to do to influence our country? The task
ahead is great, but it’s by no means impossible. That’s one of the points of today’s
gospel: nothing is impossible. We have been given great power and great faith. Now
we have to use it. But it does require that we pay attention, that we ask questions, and
prayerfully reflect on issues, not what will make me more comfortable, not what will
make me richer, but what is right in the sight of God?
Then we have to speak out with our neighbors, with our co-workers, wherever—
wherever there are open ears. We don’t want to make a nuisance of ourselves, but we do
want to speak out when it’s called for in doing whatever is necessary to make a
contribution—whatever that could be. There’s no blueprint for what it means to be a man
or woman in Christ in 2001. We have to figure it out.
Salvation history, that means the history of how God’s merciful influences unfold in
our world history—salvation history contains a valuable lesson. Every time corruption,
disorder, and violence became rampant, it was always because of one thing: the
majority of the people handed over their responsibility to a few. We cannot afford
that kind of luxury.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
To Whom Am I Going to Be Neighbor? Twenty-seventh Week in Ordinary Time
Monday, October 8, 2001 7:00 a.m. Jon 1:1-17—2:1, 11; Lk 10:25-37 (Good
Samaritan)

“And who is my neighbor?”
I’ve heard people say that there’s no such thing as a dumb question—maybe, maybe
not. But there are questions that are the wrong ones. And today this lawyer asked the
wrong question: “Who is my neighbor?” That’s not actually what Jesus tells him about.
At the end Jesus says, “Which of these three in your opinion was neighbor to the man
who fell in with the robbers?” In other words, the issue is not who is my neighbor, but to
whom am I going to be neighbor?
And ordinarily in the world we are told who are our neighbors and to whom we should
be neighbors. And Jesus’ point is we can’t allow the world to tell us. We have to break
the boundaries the world sets up, as this Samaritan did. We have to choose to be
neighbor to people to whom we have absolutely no connection. We cannot allow
feelings and we cannot allow past history to determine for us to whom we shall be
neighbor.
And that’s the crux of this story. It’s about not living by your feelings. It’s about
becoming a conscious and deliberate agent in the world following the way of
compassion, seeing need and responding to it. That’s how we love our neighbors as
ourselves.

To Whom Am I Going to Be Neighbor?

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
United We’re Strong!
Twenty-seventh Week in Ordinary Time Friday,
October 12, 2001 8:30 a.m. Jl 1:13-15; 2:1-2; Lk 11:15-26 (Seventh Grade
Chapel Mass)
(A strong man fully armed)

This gospel reading this morning is hard for anyone to understand. Even theologians
would find it hard to understand this reading. However, some of it we can understand
from our own experience. And usually that’s the best approach: take what you can
understand and deal with it; let go of the rest for some other day.
Well, Jesus says, “Every kingdom divided against itself is laid waste. Any house torn
by dissension falls.”
Now this you can apply to yourselves and your own families. If you bicker with each
other, you make your family weak. If you join together and work together, you make
your family strong. On a national level the same is true. If we bicker and tear at each
other on a national level, our country becomes weak. If we work together, our country
becomes strong.
Now the founding fathers of our nations understood this very well and tried to set up a
system of disagreeing so that people could peacefully disagree and yet remain united.
That is the very ideal idea of politics, a way of peacefully disagreeing and yet remaining
united. Some people don’t believe in it, and they take for themselves means to disagree
that are divisive and destructive and weakening.
What is true for a family, what is true for a nation, is true, of course, for the entire
world. And the Church is meant to be an image of all people, the house into which all are
invited. The Church, in fact, is often called a “house.” So we have to think about how
we behave within the Church. Do we act in unity? When we act in unity we are strong;
when we are divisive we are weak.
This doesn’t mean that we always have to agree with each other. You can’t possibly
always agree with everybody. That’s simply not human because we’re all individuals;
we have our own tastes. We have our own opinions; we have our own feelings. We have
our own thoughts. And they are all important; however, we all have to recognize that the
same is true of the person next to us. It’s true of our sisters and brothers at home. It’s
true of our parents. It’s true of others in the classroom. It’s true of others in the school.
And it doesn’t matter about age. It doesn’t matter whether someone is very old or very
young. We’re all different.
But we need to be able to be different and respect differences, while remaining in
unity with each other, which means in a lot of cases we cannot be very strong about
expressing our opinions or feelings or thoughts or preferences or wishes or likes or
dislikes or loves or hates! Another way of saying this is we cannot allow ourselves to be
controlled by our feelings and our tastes and our thoughts. They cannot control us,
because if they control us, they will cause nothing but dissention and division and
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conflict wherever we live, wherever we work. And that applies to small units like
families and big units like nations.
So we have to learn how to be the master of our own house, our own personal house,
our house body, which includes our feelings and our thoughts. To be a master of your
own thoughts is the great goal. To be a master of your own feelings is a great goal. It
doesn’t mean you crush them or squelch them or deny them; it means you’re in control of
them. It means you find peaceful, appropriate ways of expressing them no matter what
they are, no matter what they have to do with. And then you’re like a strong man fully
armed. And in this sense we all need to be strong men fully armed. Armed with what?
Armed with self-control, self-control over our mouths.
I don’t know why, but some people think they have a right to say whatever comes into
their little heads! That’s destructive! Words kill! When we were children we used to
have this little rhyme: “Sticks and stones can break my bones, but names can never hurt
me.” Well, that’s false. Words can kill! You have to be very careful what you let come
out of your mouth, because if you don’t, guess what’s going to happen? Then someone
stronger than you is going to come and overpower you—someone stronger—something
stronger! This identifies someone. That one is really—here it’s the devil, but the devil is
a personification of your own thoughts, your own feelings, your own dislikes—
especially—and hates. They will come. They will overpower you, and then you’ll be a
weakling! So you have to be strong, and strong means in control of yourself, watching
over what you say to people. There are all kinds of mean remarks that I hear all the time
that young people say to each other. In fact, I think young people are often meaner than
anybody. I don’t know why. I guess because we don’t realize the power of our words
yet. You have to watch what you say.
And watch how you act—your gestures. Your gestures are a whole language. What
do you say with your gestures during the day? Are you telling other people around you
that you recognize that we’re all part of one single family, that we’re all living in one
house, the house of the Church, the house of St. Joseph School; and we have to be strong,
so we respect each other? Are you saying that with your gestures? Or are you saying
something opposite, that you really don’t care at all about somebody or anybody but
yourself? Well, then you’re very weak! Selfish people are very weak people. They’ve
been overcome! They’re not their own masters. They have this illusion they do whatever
they want! But they are not in control of what they want. They’ve given up control of
themselves, so they’re weak. And whatever goes into their little heads, they have to do it.
They’re actually slaves to their wants and their desires—real slaves. So that’s the
weakest kind of person.
And Jesus comes to free us from our weaknesses and help us be strong. That means
working for unity wherever we are!
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Dedication to Our Particular Mission Twenty-seventh Week in Ordinary Time
Saturday, October 13, 2001 8:00 a.m. Jl 4:12-21; Lk 11:27-28 (“Blest are they
who hear the word of God and keep it.”)

“‘Rather,’ he replied, ‘blest are they who hear the word of God and keep it.’”
At first it may seem puzzling why Jesus would not affirm this apparently spontaneous
affirmation, blessing really, of his own mother! But what may appear to be perfectly
innocent may not always be innocent. There is a way in which people can think about
others somehow as blessed, fortunate, even lucky—lucky, and it may be in a spiritual
sense even. “How fortunate is that person because thus and so!” And this is a way of not
seeing how every single person is called on to hear the word of God and follow it.
Now we all have different roles in life. As St. Francis de Sales points out, it would be
very peculiar and very wrong if the spirituality of a king was the same as the spirituality
of a businessman, or the spirituality of a businessman would be the same as the
spirituality of a mother. Our spirituality has to follow the particular role we have in life.
But certainly being a mother is just as important as being a businessman; being a
businessman is just as important as being a ruler, and being a ruler is just as important as
anything else. So all these various roles in life are in a sense covalent, equally valuable,
in the sight of God.
What really matters is how dedicated we are to our particular role or mission, and to
see that a role in life is truly a mission from God, that’s a way we have of responding to a
vocation. A vocation is a call. A mission is a purpose. And we are all called for a
specific mission. And our missions vary more than our vocations, actually. So,
“Rather,” Jesus says, “blest are they who hear the word of God and keep it.”

Dedication to Our Particular Mission

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Faith Brings Gratitude
Twenty-eighth Sunday in Ordinary Time/C
October 14, 2001 10:30 a.m.
2 Kgs 5:14-17;
2 Tm 2:8-13;
Lk 17:11-19

“Jesus said in reply, ‘Ten were cleansed, were they not? Where are the other
nine? Has none but this foreigner returned to give thanks to God?’ Then he said to
him, ‘Stand up and go; your faith has saved you.’”

This is not simply a story about gratitude. It’s really a story about faith; that’s why the
closing remark is, “Your faith has saved you.” For Jesus, giving thanks is part of the
life of faith. Without it faith is either weak or inoperative. Faith in Jesus’ mind means
relating to God in a trusting way, relating to God in a personal way.

Now no one can trust in God and remain self-centered. Trusting in God means being
God-centered, otherwise we’re not trusting in God. We’re trusting in self. And if we are
God-centered, we have to realize the gift that life is and thereby be moved to true
worship in spirit and in truth, a worship that originates in and is motivated by a soul
aware of being filled with God’s blessings.

The foreigner leper realized, the Scripture says, his healing. Too often we don’t
realize the many blessings that come our way; in fact, we take them for granted. Things
are supposed to be good. We’re supposed to be healthy. We’re supposed to be
successful. We always notice what’s wrong, not what’s right. The leper was different;
he recognized what was right. And we also need to recognize what’s right about life
itself, about our families, our homes; the list can go on. Do we really realize they are all
gift? Or do we imagine that because it’s God’s plan to involve us energetically in our
welfare, that therefore everything depends on us? We do have to make a contribution,
but if we think about it very long, we realize that even our capacity to contribute is
itself a blessing. There are those whose capacity to contribute is very small.

So how can we express our thanks to God in the most appropriate way? Those of you
who have children have a clue to the answer to this question. You don’t want your own
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children to be thanking you a million times a day—although you may wish that they were
sometimes more cognizant of what you do for them. Nor do you want your grown
children to constantly be sending cards in the mail, and so on. No, what you want is for
them to show gratitude by becoming solid citizens, by making a contribution, by
being ethical, by being generous and considerate, as you have been generous and
considerate toward them. In a word, you want them to pass on to others what you have
given to them. This is a good way to show gratitude, and most probably the way you
desire gratitude shown. The same is true for God. God wants us to pass on to others
the blessings he has given to us. Grateful children don’t neglect elderly or sick parents,
but spoiled children do. Grateful children don’t despise or ignore the life work of their
parents, but selfish children do.

What God asks of his children is to respect his life work, especially his redemption
begun in his Son, Jesus. What God asks of his children is that we show concern for the
sick and the aged who all are members of God’s family. What God asks is that we
share our blessings in order to make a contribution to the betterment of the
creation, which is God’s work, to the healing and the salvation of the whole world,
which is God’s work. And our sharing in this work is what we call “stewardship.”

As we gather today for Mass we are gathering for Eucharist, which literally means,
“giving thanks.” And the question is, is our life a reflection of Eucharist? Was Christ
actually talking about us when he said, “Where are the other nine?”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Showing Gratitude to God
Twenty-eighth Sunday in Ordinary Time/C
October 14, 2001
5:00 p.m. 2 Kgs 5:14-17; 2 Tm 2:8-13; Lk 17:11-19
(Third Grade Mass with My Class)

First of all, I would ask the third graders if any of them knows what a leper is? That’s
what I thought—a kind of a cat! No! Pardon? No, it’s not a lizard either. Okay, that’s
closer. It’s a disease. A leper is a person who is diseased. Were you going to say that?
Yes, it’s a disease of the skin. Now today we often use the word “leprosy” to refer to
Hansen’s disease, which this young man—what’s your name?—Frank. Frank was
talking about Hansen’s disease. Actually this probably isn’t Hansen’s disease. But this is
a rather terrible form of skin disease that was so contagious that lepers were not allowed
to associate with anybody else; in other words, they had to live outside of town. So you
understand what it means when you talk about ten lepers, ten people who lived outside
of town who were not allowed to be near anybody else because they were sick with a
contagious disease. They were quarantined. That’s the idea of leprosy—sickness of the
skin.
Now they come to Jesus and what do they say? “Have pity on us.” Indirectly what is,
in good English, Warren, what does that mean: “Have pity on us”? Help us! That’s
correct. And in particular, of course, what is the greatest kind of help they need, which
they didn’t express, they didn’t say? They needed to be cured from their skin disease.
What Jesus says is, “Go show yourself to the priest.” Now we might not understand why
he said that—because leprosy was a religious impurity, so you had to show yourself to
the priest to get authorized to return to the community. And he told them this before they
were cleansed, healed. On the way, they were healed. And that’s what this story is
about, that one of them, one of ten, realized he was healed and returned to Jesus.
And he thanked him. And he thanked God. And he glorified God.
Now what real thanksgiving is in the Greek—or let’s say the way to say “I thank you”
is “Efharisto.” And that’s the word “Eucharist.” We talk about Holy Eucharist. Right?
The sacrament of what? What is the Eucharist? The sacrament of Holy Communion, the
body and the blood of Christ. That’s right. But when we gather together for Eucharist
we’re gathering together to give thanks. And to give thanks means to thank God for
his help and also to glorify God, meaning to praise God, to speak well of God. And
that’s why we’re asked to sing, because we’re supposed to “make a joyful noise to the
Lord.”
So that’s kind of the outline of this story, and the reason why the evangelist Luke tells
us this story is he wants us to find ourselves in the story. And you know what? A lot of
times, boys and girls, we are in this story; but we’re not the one out of the ten that comes
back. We’re the nine who don’t come back. We don’t come back to God because too
often we take everything for granted. In fact, if we do get sick, and finally after a long
time we get better—and I’ve heard this, boys and girls; you’ll hear it too—people will
say, “Well, thank God!” But what they really mean is “it’s about time!” They aren’t
really thanking God. They’re expressing their exasperation!
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That is not the way this one leper behaved. He really glorified God from his heart.
He was very aware of how God had touched him. All ten were made whole, but only
one recognized it, realized it. And this man was a man of faith. And that’s why Jesus
ends, “Stand up and go; your faith has saved you.” In other words, recognizing how
God helps us is faith. In other words, if we don’t recognize how God is helping us,
that’s not faith. And, boys and girls, we need to know that many people don’t have faith.
And many times we don’t have faith. And this is calling us to be more aware of how
we are constantly being blessed by God, and to give thanks.
Now give me some ideas of how we can give thanks to God? Or how can you give
thanks to your parents? Your parents do a lot for you—don’t they? How do you give
them thanks? Do you send them cards? Do you think they want cards? No, I don’t think
so. What do you do? Write notes to them? What do you think? Is that Erin? What’s
your name? Shannon, how do you do this? You can say thank you, and that’s good. But
is that really what your parents want? What do you think? All right. To be cooperative
in the family. That’s showing thanks. Cooperate. What were you going to say? All
right. To behave yourself. Cooperate, behave yourself,—yes? Well, you can give
them a hug too; I’m sure they’ll appreciate that. Give them a hug. Say thank you.
Cooperate. Do something extra. What were you going to say? You can also tell them
you love them, but it’s also important to tell them by the way you act. That’s the point
that the gospel is getting at. Don’t just say I love you; act I love you! Okay. Think of
ways to say it. That’s really what they want from you. I can tell you this. They want
you to be a good boy or girl. They want you to make a contribution. They want to be
proud of you. When they talk to your teachers, they want the teacher to say, “Oh, your
daughter or your son is great. We just love to have her or him in our classroom.” That’s
what they want to hear. Or if you are on a ball team, they want to hear the coach say,
“Boy, your child is really a great team player!” That’s what they want to hear.
And that’s what God want too, because this is really about God. So it’s not just
parents; it’s also God, because as you grow up you say good-bye to your parents, but you
never say good-bye to God. So we always have to be thankful to God. And we’re
thankful to God in the same way, by being worthwhile people, by being cooperative,
by making a contribution to the world around us, by making God proud of us. You
see this? This is being thankful. You got the picture? Do you? All of you? Okay.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Insights into the Spiritual Life Twenty-eighth Week in Ordinary Time Monday,
October 15, 2001 7:00 a.m. Rom 8:22-27; Lk 11:29-32 (St. Teresa of Jesus)

Today we celebrate the memorial of St. Teresa of Avila. St. Teresa is perhaps the
most attractive of all the writing saints, at least in my personal opinion. She writes from
a position of total and utter humility that is completely honest and sincere. And yet she is
by no means simplistic, nor is she in anyway childish, but, in fact, profound and deeply
intelligent.
She was a contemplative and she was cloistered, meaning she was cut-off from the
normal life of society. But in her cloister she experienced the profound presence of God,
which may or may not be unusual, I don’t know. But she was able to write about it in
such a way as to help any ordinary believer to find that same presence in the most
common experiences! So on the one hand, we acknowledge that St. Teresa was granted
special favors, technically called “consolations,” special graces. At the same time her
special graces became a gift for everyone because of her manner of sharing her
experiences and thoughts.
She wrote The Way of Perfection and she wrote Interior Castle, which are her two
most important works. In both of them she is being autobiographical and sharing in a
very simple and profound way her experiences of God.
And one of her basic points is that all of us have tremendous potential to experience
God, but we make little effort to unlock this potential. So she does not emphasize how
special she is or how her gifts were quite unusual, but rather she emphasizes how we all
actually have tremendous gifts given to us in our Baptism. And in fact she says that if we
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ever knew what our souls were like in the state of grace, that would be the end of sin once
and for all.
She describes our lives as living in a dark basement when all along we could go
upstairs into a beautiful, spacious, even palatial home with large rooms beautifully
outfitted and full of light. But she says that the vast majority of people prefer not to live
upstairs in this wonderful palatial home. They prefer to live in a dark, dingy, dank, and
dreary basement, which, of course, she is using to describe ordinary human
consciousness.
We might take a moment to pick up one of her books and to allow her to help us to see
the beauty and the light of God in our very ordinary experiences, and perhaps even to
make a decision to go upstairs and see the goodness of the Lord.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The “People Interest” of Pope John Paul II Twenty-eighth Week in Ordinary Time
Tuesday, October 16, 2001 7:00 a.m. Rom 1:16-25; Lk 11:37-41 (Anniversary of
the Installation of Pope John Paul II) (St. Hedwig St. Margaret Mary Alacoque)

Today St. Paul is reflecting on his role, his mission, in preaching the gospel; and he
says, “It is the power of God leading everyone who believes in it to salvation, the Jew
first, then the Greek.”
Now in a real way Pope John Paul is a follower and disciple of St. Paul. For John
Paul too is not ashamed of the gospel, and his whole life has been preaching the gospel.
And he has done it extremely effectively, and we might look at what makes his ministry
effective. And I think there is one thing in John Paul that we need to emulate as
believers: that all those who are given the gift of faith are told to share what they’ve
received with others. “What you have received as a gift, give as a gift.”
Now what John Paul has done and what makes him so acceptable to many people is he
shows interest in them! I cannot say this has always been true of popes or bishops or
priests. They have not always shown interest. In fact, it became a style, you might say, a
pontifical style, a papal style, to be aloof from the world, aloof from people, as if showing
interest in them would almost be unworthy of someone who is representing Christ. But I
think that approach is a terrible mistake, and it only leads to isolation and to an
ineffective ministry.
If I recall correctly, when John Paul was first elected the question was, “Now okay,
what day are you going to have your installation?” So a day was chosen. And if I’m not
mistaken, on that very day there was a very important soccer game. And so the pope
said, “Oh well, we’ll wait until the soccer game is over,” because, you know, the officials
there wanted to have the service let’s say in the middle of the day and he said, “Oh, no,
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no, lets wait until the soccer game is over.” When I heard that I thought there was
something wrong with him! I thought—a soccer game! But he probably wanted to
watch it himself!
But in every way he has shown himself to be in a right way a man of the world, not
“worldly” in the sense of interested in what the world can give in a sense of perhaps
greed or something like that, but “worldly interested,” involved, and engaged in all the
good things the world can produce. As a young man, for example, he was interested in
drama and literature. Christians have to be involved in drama and literature if we really
want to be able to bring the gospel because that’s where, you might say, the soul of
humanity is on display. And we have to know where people are hurting and what they’re
feeling if we are going to address this good news to them.
So in some way or another I think each of us can take a cue from Pope John Paul and
recognize the tremendous dynamic potential that lies within all people and all cultures.
And we can look into that as something worthy and dignified—and even the pastimes of
cultures can be wholesome and healthy. And to be involved with that is a good bridge to
bring this gospel of Christ to others.
We continue Mass and we pray for John Paul, for his well-being and also for the
efficaciousness of his ministry.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Are We Lukewarm?
Twenty-eighth Week in Ordinary Time
Thursday,
October 18, 2001 7:00 a.m. 2 Tm 4:9-17; Lk 10:1-9 (St. Luke, evangelist)

Today we celebrate the feast of the evangelist Luke. When we look at the four
gospels we see that they are different, and the differences are instructive and in some way
they are all inspired, although also the individual author’s own contribution is there too.
Their words, their expressions, are what we read. The message behind it is from the Holy
Spirit.
When we look at Luke we see first of all that Luke’s Gospel is attached to the Acts of
the Apostles as two parts to one single work. And that gives us an insight into one of
Luke’s fundamental beliefs, and that is that the Church, described in the Acts of the
Apostles, is meant to be a continuation of the work of Jesus. Everything that went on in
the life of Jesus is supposed to go on in the life of the Church. If Jesus healed, then the
Church is supposed to heal. If Jesus preached the good news, then the Church is
supposed to preach the good news. If Jesus suffered, then the Church is supposed to
suffer. In every way the Church, after Christ, after the resurrection, in the present time, is
supposed to continue to experience the same issues—if you want to call them that—that
Jesus himself experienced. As far as I can tell, this comes through most clearly in the
writings of Luke in a very particular and unique way.
Now the only way this could be true is in the power of the Holy Spirit. So Luke is
definitely the evangelist who emphasizes most the power of the Holy Spirit. Now even at
the time of St. John Chrysostom or St. Augustine, already at that time, those Fathers
looking back and looking at their own time said, “You know, there’s something a little bit
lacking in our Church.” In fact, even at the time of the Book of Revelation, already that
evangelist, John of Patmos, John the Divine, already he was saying, “There’s something
missing in our Church today. The fervor, the power, the movement of the Spirit, isn’t
quite what it was before!”
Now then came forth various theologies, reasons, excuses—if you want to call them
that—of why that’s true. My personal reading of Luke is there really is no reason except
that people have let it happen. And in a sense there are many warnings, if you want to
call them that, in the gospels that this would happen. Jesus, for example, refers to putting
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new wine into old skins, for one thing. This is a reference to the possibility of losing
something precious. And in a sense we could say that Jesus was already prophesying
what would happen later on, which St. Augustine talks about and what St. John
Chrysostom talks about, even St. John the Divine—the loss of the power of the Holy
Spirit in the body of the Church, the growing lukewarmness, the growing mediocrity, of
believers.
So it is nothing new that we experience this weakness, this languor—if you want to
call it that—of “in the Spirit.” But there’s no reason why. There’s no reason why at all
that this needs to continue. And this is the reason why Pope John XXIII, back in the
50’s, prayed for a new Pentecost. He was reading Luke! He was reading the Acts of the
Apostles! And he was saying, “Why cannot we have the same power alive in our Church
today that existed at the very beginning?” And the answer is there is no reason! There is
no reason except that we don’t desire it enough; we don’t pray for it enough, or perhaps
even we’re not willing to suffer enough to allow it to come about.
In other words, perhaps we have become a little bit too enamored of this world, as
poor Demas. St. Paul talks about Demas in the first reading, a letter to Timothy. He
says, “Poor Demas has left me; he is enamored of this world.” Well, perhaps we’re
enamored of our own comfort. Perhaps we are willing to be middle-of-the-road and
lukewarm in regard to God! I’m simply proposing this as a possibility. I believe Luke is
however, as an evangelist, calling us to a deeper walk with God.
And in my personal pastoral experience it seems that people start taking this seriously
when they are in trouble, personal trouble, trouble with their own personal lives, trouble
in their family. Even a few weeks ago we saw after September 11th how many people
came back to church—the question is will they keep coming back to church? Will they
keep turning to God as a source of security and strength, or will they again more of less
start forgetting about it and figuring, “Well, the president took care of that. Well, we can
rely again on our government,” and so on. This is the real question. It’s a daily question
for believers. Will we keep going to God? Will we rely on God for our power? Will we
rely on God for our security, or will we not? And that’s the real issue that Luke brought
up, and I think it will always be before us.
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Be Honest with Yourself
Twenty-eighth Week in Ordinary Time Friday,
October 19, 2001 7:00 a.m. Rom 4:1-8; Lk 12:1-7 (Sts. Isaac Jogues, John de
Brebeuf, and Companions)
(Nothing concealed that will not be revealed)

“Be on guard against the yeast of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy.”

Unfortunately, in modern English we don’t have a very good idea of what the word
“hypocrisy” means. People think it means, for example, saying one thing and doing
another. Well, there’s a certain sense of hypocrisy in that, but it’s not the biblical idea.
The word in Greek, “hupokrites” means “actor.”

And what Jesus is talking about is a life of acting, but it needn’t be a deliberate
deception. The sense of hypocrisy of which he is speaking is something that is so clever
that we can deceive ourselves. And the reason is that we live on the stage like an actor,
and we observe only the outside of ourselves as we observe the outside of others. And
we listen to the lines we speak and the lines other people speak, but we never question
who wrote the lines! It is really not ourselves. So much of our life is simply playing a
role, repeating what we heard someone else say. This starts in childhood. We learn by
repetition. We learn by imitation. But this is not really who we are; it’s who we’ve
learned to be. And there’s a great difference. And it doesn’t really matter to the world;
the world doesn’t care who you really are. In fact, the world is very delighted when you
simply play along, repeat what you hear.

Now Jesus was constantly opposing this way of living. For example, he talked about
the scribes. He was against scribes. Why? Because they just copied whatever they read.
For Jesus this is not an authentic way of living. You can’t just take what is given. You
can’t just copy what you read, say what you hear, repeat the lines that life has given you.
You have to become a real person, the person God wants you to be. And this is actually a
life conversion! To convert from the person the world has made us to be to become the
person God wants us to be, this is a life conversion. And it is not simple. It takes a
constant reflection and attention to more than what’s going on on the outside.

Be Honest with Yourself

That’s why Jesus says, “There’s nothing concealed that will not be revealed.” Very
often we conceal things from ourselves. Our own deepest desires and intentions are
sometimes hidden even from ourselves. But there is nothing concealed that will not be
revealed. We ought to, and we need to, if we want to grow spiritually, plumb the depths
now. “Nothing hidden that will not be made known,” because this is the very point of
God’s will in our lives. It’s the very purpose to bring everything into light. In the
beginning there was light. Darkness came from us.

Hypocrisy is a result of our hidden life, like Adam and Eve hiding from God in the
garden. And that hidden life continues to plague the human race. “Everything you have
said in the dark will be heard in the daylight.” There are times that we even think we can
hide from God like Adam and Eve, but we cannot. “What you have whispered in locked
rooms will be proclaimed from the rooftops.” Jesus is trying to encourage people to live
without pretense, which also involves living without trying to live up to other people’s
expectations.

What we need to live up to is God’s expectations. And what God asks of us is really
not that much, just to be real and to recognize his care in everything. “Every hair on you
head is counted.” Our cares are in God’s hands. We don’t have to live a private life, a
separate life, an independent life. We can give everything to God. God can take care of
everything. It’s we who make life work. It’s we who make life difficult. It is not God.
Now by “we” I mean, of course, all of us together; so we make life difficult for each
other too. I’m not saying we are all the source of our own individual problems. No, we
collectively make life difficult.

And we fear the wrong things. There is one thing to fear, Jesus says. “Fear him who
has the power to cast you into Gehenna after he has killed.” Well, who is that? This is
not a reference to the devil. The devil cannot cast anybody into anything. Only you
yourself can cast yourself into Gehenna. Only you yourself can really destroy yourself.
So fear that!
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Blindness to the Holy Spirit
Twenty-eighth Week in Ordinary Time Saturday,
October 20, 2001 8:00 a.m. Rom 4:13, 16-18; Lk 12:8-12 (St. Paul of the Cross)
(Blasphemes the Holy Spirit)

“Anyone who speaks against the Son of Man will be forgiven, but whoever
blasphemes the Holy Spirit will never be forgiven.”
This statement is a very provocative statement, and it would well behoove us all to try
to understand what it means. What does it mean to blaspheme the Son of Man? Well,
basically, it means to deny Christ, presumably in his historical condition. What does it
mean to blaspheme the Holy Spirit? That’s the important part. Well, to blaspheme the
Holy Spirit is to look at the work of the Spirit, and call it evil.
Now I have never actually heard blaspheming of the Holy Spirit, but I have observed a
lot of blindness to the Holy Spirit that could well involve blasphemy sooner or later. In
order really to be a brother or sister to Jesus we have to really have the same Father. That
much I think we all acknowledge. But also to be a brother or sister of Jesus means that
we are loved as Jesus is loved, and this is the Holy Spirit. To deny that is to blaspheme
the Holy Spirit. To blaspheme the Holy Spirit is to destroy the very basis of our relating
to God; it’s to deny, in fact, that we are God’s beloved. To blaspheme the Holy Spirit is
really to hate oneself in a deep and perverse way.
Now as I said, I’ve never actually experienced it, but I have experienced things
approaching it, like, for example, the denial of the Holy Spirit working through the
Church. It’s not technically that; it’s not really blaspheming the Holy Spirit, but it’s
being ignorant of the wellspring of life that is available to all who call upon it. Being
ignorant of the Holy Spirit involves, for example, looking at what the Holy Spirit inspires
and saying, “Well, that’s just somebody’s idea.” It’s blindness. It’s a lack of recognition.
And a lack of recognition is another way of talking about ingratitude! “Reject the gift;
reject the giver.” When we turn a blind eye to the grace of God that is being offered to
us, we are rejecting God—perhaps not consciously and deliberately, so it’s not really
blasphemy; but, nonetheless, it is to our own detriment. No one has a right to impose
upon the Church his or her own agenda because the soul of the Church is the Holy Spirit,
and the source of wisdom and guidance in the Church is the Holy Spirit. So imposing an
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agenda is again being blind to the Holy Spirit. It’s rejecting the gift. It’s rejecting the
giver. And it’s substituting something else, namely “my agenda”!
Now actually individuals like ourselves have no power to do that, at least not
effectively. And that’s why we need to pray for our rulers, our bishops, because they
actually have the power to impose an agenda of their own making onto the Church,
instead of being open to the guidance of the Holy Spirit. St. Juliana of Norwich had
visions of hell, and she said that it was full of mitered heads! And we could well
understand that, if we understand this text. The higher we get in the Church, higher that
is in the organizational hierarchy, the more we need to be open to the Holy Spirit, to
become it’s humble servant, and not to think that we know better.
Now becoming a human servant of the Holy Spirit is not easy. It means, number one,
that we forego certainty, because the Holy Spirit doesn’t work with certainties. If you
ponder the documents of the Vatican Council, you see this. The Fathers were pondering,
what is the Spirit trying to tell us? How might we become more authentic witnesses of
Christ in the twentieth century, now in the twenty-first century? What have been our true
mistakes in the past? This is honest humility. This is what we need to be open to the
Holy Spirit. What opposes this is an attitude that we must be certain, and we must be
sure, and we must be right, and we can never make a mistake, and everything we did in
the past must be correct, and we must never look and criticize ourselves. That becomes
blindness to the Holy Spirit. And when we’re blind to the Holy Spirit, we are in great
danger of blaspheming the very grace which is God’s presence in our midst, thinking that
we know better who God is, that we know better who God is than God himself!
So this is a very important teaching. It’s important for everybody, but it’s most
important for the pastors of the Church. But as sheep we also need to be praying for our
shepherds. It was St. Augustine who said, “Sheep always get the shepherds they
deserve.”
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Faith on Earth?
Twenty-ninth Sunday in Ordinary Time/C October 21, 2001
7:00 a.m. Ex 17:8-13; 2 Tm 3:14—4:2; Lk 18:1-8 (Parable of the Persistent Widow)

“But when the Son of Man comes, will he find any faith on earth?”
At first this question doesn’t seem to follow from what precedes, nor does it seem to
be a very intriguing question, but that’s because we don’t quite understand what Jesus
means by “faith.” In our language “faith” is often used as a synonym or a substitute for
the word “religion.” People talk about people of different faiths—they mean different
religions. And we know there are lots of religions in the world, so that’s not the meaning
of this question. When the Son of Man comes, will he find any religion on earth? Of
course, lots of religions! That’s not the question. The question is “will he find any
faith?” There’s a difference between religion and faith.
Secondly, sometimes the word “faith” is used in our language to mean “belief,” but
not here. When the Son of Man comes, will he find any belief on earth? Of course, lots
of beliefs—all kinds! But that isn’t what Jesus means by “faith.” Now there is one way
we use the word “belief” that could fit more or less into what he means. When we say, “I
believe in you,” that is a personal commitment toward someone; that’s getting close to
what Jesus means by “faith.” Jesus is talking about believing in someone, trusting in
someone, entrusting someone with oneself—that’s faith in this sense. “When the Son
of Man comes, will he find any faith?” That is the question.
Faith has many aspects to it, many facets. Last week, for example, we had a teaching
on faith: the story of the grateful Samaritan healed of leprosy. That whole story ended
with Jesus telling the grateful one, “Your faith has saved you.” The whole story was
really about gratitude, but Jesus said, “Your faith has saved you.” On that occasion
faith involved a perception that God is living and active in the world bringing health
to the sick and bringing help to those who need it. This perception, called “faith,”
saves someone from, what? From a life of pitiful isolation and abandonment, which if
you reflect on it, it’s very common among the people of this world. Many people live in
pitiful isolation. They don’t feel anyone cares about them. They feel abandoned; maybe
they felt abandoned from the day of their birth. Maybe they were abandoned
emotionally. Some people can be cared for physically, but emotionally abandoned from
the cradle. That’s a pitiful way to live. We could say that it isn’t living at all!
Now the saving faith that the grateful Samaritan last week exhibited would save a
person from that kind of existence. That kind of faith would save a person from
despair, hopelessness, or cynicism. Cynicism poisons everything: the way we look at
life, its possibilities; the way we look at other people. Cynicism believes only the worst
about people: that they are only capable of selfishness. Of course human beings have a
tendency toward selfishness, but we are capable of much more. But cynicism makes
people very sour. That kind of faith would also save one from suicide. Whatever we
may think of suicide, it is actually the logical—purely logical—response to a person’s life
that is tragically flawed, full of pain, and with no hope, and with no faith. It’s logical.
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It’s only from the standpoint of faith that we see the tragedy in suicide. Faith saves us
from meaningless survival, a survival that causes us to claw our way through life. And
the fruit of faith is gratitude and joy, because faith is the perception that God is alive
and active, healing and helping, and that creates gratitude and joy within us!
Now today’s reading takes us one step further, one step beyond the faith of the
grateful Samaritan. The widow in today’s reading exemplifies a persistent desire for
God’s help, but unlike the gratitude of the Samaritan the widow perceives this before the
fact with no evidence. A deeper meaning of faith has to do with acknowledging
something for which we have no real evidence. So whereas the grateful Samaritan had
faith in one sense of the word—Jesus used the term himself—the widow has a deeper
kind of faith because she is putting her trust in something she can’t see. At least the
Samaritan knew he had been healed. The widow doesn’t know anything, but she
believes. She believes in the benevolence or the justice of this judge. So she is
anticipating; and this is an important facet of faith, to anticipate that God not only has
been good but will be good, not only has helped but will help, and will always be goodwilled toward us, and just and responsive to the real needs of his people. Persistence in
prayer rests on just such a motivation, that is, an anticipation that God will act. Can we
do likewise? Can we anticipate that God’s goodness will enter our world as we
persist in daily prayer? This is the challenge of the gospel.
Now although the gospel story ends right there, we might go one step further yet and
talk about the “big picture.” Sometimes our prayers are not for justice, but merely for
something personal, some want, not truly a need. Should we be surprised if God delays
answering prayers that are actually so small? The big picture shows us that there are
huge issues facing the human family. And perhaps in one sense the biggest issue is on
the one hand, salvation, on the other, survival—the survival of the human race on this
planet. Some people talk about the survival of the earth. The earth will survive. The
rocks will survive—don’t worry! But the human race may not, not unless we become
wiser, not unless we become smarter, not unless we become more careful. Praying for
peace, praying for our enemies, praying for our persecutors, these are ways that
mark a true disciple of Jesus. These are the kinds of prayers that Jesus himself
thoroughly encourages, and these are the kinds of prayers of people who are truly helping
the future of our world.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Believing God’s Word to You
Twenty-ninth Week in Ordinary Time Monday,
October 22, 2001 8:30 a.m. Rom 4:20-25; Lk 12:13-21 Sixth Grade, Room 102
(Abraham’s faith)

“Abraham never questioned or doubted God’s promise; rather, he was
strengthened in faith and gave glory to God, fully persuaded that God could do
whatever he had promised.”
And we say Abraham is our father in faith. What was it that God promised to
Abraham anyway? Lots of children! How many children? And how many is that?
Lots—lots, lots of stars in the sky! So I think maybe it was a little exaggeration; don’t
you think? But the point is he was promising that he would have many children.
Now this was at a point in his life when he didn’t have any children. Sometimes
couples can’t have children, and they age and they develop, but they don’t have children
in the normal course of their marriage. And this is a very sad thing for most couples, and
that was the way it was with Abraham and Sarah. They were very sad because they had
no children, and they were getting on in years. And I think you’ve noticed that it’s
usually young women who have the children, not the older ladies. You’ve noticed this?
You have or you haven’t? I hope you have noticed this. Anyway, furthermore in those
days people didn’t live that long—as long as they do today. I could ask an insurance
agent I know how long people live today, on the average? What do we say today; do you
know? Seventy-five or seventy-six years. In Abraham’s day they really didn’t live that
long. In fact, even before the time of Christ, a couple hundred years before, you were
considered pretty senior if you got to forty! And there were many places where people
didn’t make it to forty. So you understand the time scale? Now here is Abraham getting
older—I don’t know how old he was—but he was getting older. His wife was getting
older, and they had no children! And God said, “Look, you’re going to have a lot of
children—not necessarily a lot of children, but a lot of grandchildren and great
grandchildren and great-great grandchildren, and so on. You understand how that works?
And Abraham believed—that’s the point.
Now, boys and girls, there are times in your life when it will seem that it’s not
physically possible that something will come about. But the point is we really don’t
know what’s physically possible, and we never will plumb totally the depths of our
nature. At the origin of the world, of everything that is, is a God who is mystery! And
although normally God works through secondary causes—what does that mean,
secondary causes? That’s the stuff you study in science, if you have studied it yet. Have
you studied it yet? Science? Some science—haven’t you—some natural science? Yes?
Matthew? Any science? A little bit. You were studying natural causes. Well, that is
what science is about: natural causes, secondary causes. Normally God works through
other causes. So for example, if you get a cold, it’s not because God gave you a cold; it’s
because you caught a germ, a virus. You get it? A virus is a secondary cause, right?
Bacteria are secondary causes of infections. You get it? You get the principle? If you
trip and fall down, the cause that really caused you to fall is called “gravity.” That’s a
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secondary cause, right? Normally that’s how nature works. However, God isn’t bound
by anything; and there are laws we don’t even know yet. And that’s the real good
thing you could learn about science, not how much we know, but how much we
don’t know! And this should give us a spirit of wonder and a spirit of mystery about
everything! Anyway, so we don’t really know what God can do or what God will do.
We are living in a mystery, and it’s important that we trust in the goodness of
everything and see goodness in others.
Now when young children are insecure, they don’t see goodness; they see
badness! They look in their mirrors, and they think that they look ugly. In fact, I know
that there were some children who were born blind. And then when they were about in
their early teens, through laser surgery, which developed not too long ago, they were
actually given laser operations on their retina and so on; and the result was they could
see. But many of them didn’t want to see once they did. And you know why? Because
they thought they were ugly. When they were blind they thought they were beautiful;
they imagined how they looked. And when they saw really how they looked with their
own eyes, they didn’t like it. And I can believe that. A lot of children think they’re ugly.
A lot of children think they’re incompetent. A lot of children think they’re stupid. A lot
of children think they’re clumsy, for example, they’re not good at ball or something. And
actually there is some truth in all this, of course; I mean, we don’t make it all up.
But we compare ourselves with others, which is, of course, another big mistake.
There are some who are slower, some who are faster, some who perhaps are better
looking, and others who aren’t so good looking. But here’s another deal: the older you
get, the more things change. So you might be really cute in sixth grade, and turn out to
be not so cute when you’re fifty. Or the other way around, you might not be so cute
when you’re in sixth grade, but turn out to be really handsome or really beautiful when
you are fifty. So things change. And we should not really look at appearances. We
should not look at what we think is normal. If Abraham looked at what was normal,
he would not have believed God. He would have said, “God, it isn’t normal for a man of
my age and a woman the age of my wife to have children. You are goofy making a
promise like that!” But Abraham said, “Who cares what’s normal! I believe you!”
Now what the gospel says is that every single one of you is beloved by God. Now
you may not feel that. Well, then there’s something wrong with your feelings. They
haven’t caught up yet. But life is all about growth; you can see it yourself. Your bodies
now are more or less growing more rapidly than they did two years ago, three years ago.
So you should know something about growth. Well, your feelings haven’t caught up to
your bodies. You’re more mature physically than you are emotionally. So you can’t
always trust how you feel; your feelings can kind of give you wrong indications,
especially when they are negative. Why? Because there is a spirit of evil in our world
that is always trying to lie to us and pull us down and tell us bad things. And
sometimes that spirit of evil speaks through our friends or classmates. When we
hear negative thoughts, they’re really ultimately from the evil one. God doesn’t give us
negative thoughts. God gives us promises. And if we listen to God and believe in
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promises, then we are going to be on our way to a healthy, holy future, and we are
going to mature physically and emotionally and mentally in a good way.
But if we listen to negative thoughts, we’re going to get all caught up with
basically nastiness, smallness. Smallness is evil. Pettiness is evil—from the evil one.
God is infinite and God always invites us into a bigger and bigger and bigger space
inside. So no matter how big we are physically, inside we can be infinite through the
Spirit, the Holy Spirit of Christ. But that takes our willingness to believe, so we have
to believe as Abraham believed. And we have to believe that we don’t know what is
possible. We have to know that God knows what is possible and God knows what is
good, and that God sees what is good even if we don’t see it. So our eyes don’t always
see and our emotions don’t always appreciate when we do see, like those children
who were born blind and could see later but hated seeing. One girl, I remember, tried to
scratch her eyes out. Another boy walked around all the time with his hands on his eyes.
Others went into depression.
And that is not unbelievable to me; I believe it because I see how sometimes you
react—and not only about yourselves, but about others. See now, once you don’t accept
yourself totally, you won’t accept others either, so you’ll start picking. And I think
girls are worse than boys on this topic; you pick at each other. You find things to
criticize. That is actually worse than the way boys just start a fist-fight. It’s worse in
the long run because it hurts more. Cameron will tell you that after having a fist-fight
with Joe he gets over it pretty fast. But when your words are your fists, you don’t get
over that so fast. When I was a boy we heard this little rhyme: “Sticks and stones may
break my bones, but words will never hurt me.” Well, that’s actually very false. That
was a lie. Words do hurt. And I want you to think about how hurtful some of the things
you say are to other people. And to make an effort—the only way you can make up for
this—and you need to make up for it—is to start saying good things. And recognize
that when you are like this—we do get on other people’s case, so to speak—it’s
really because you’re on your own case first. It’s because you haven’t accepted
yourself as who you are and you don’t believe in God—you don’t believe in God’s
word to you!
You see, God is not just something away far away; God is One who has come and
spoken to you in Christ, and believing means believing in what God says, and his word is
a word of affirmation. In your Baptism God said, “You are my beloved son; you are
my beloved daughter.” You have to believe that, if you want to be like Abraham. If
you don’t, you will be the one who will suffer; and you will take others down with
you.

Believing God’s Word to You

3

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Two Models—Which Do We Choose? Twenty-ninth Week in Ordinary Time
Tuesday, October 23, 2001 8:30 a.m. Rom 5:12, 15, 17-21; Lk 12:35-38 All
School Mass
(St. John of Capistrano)
(Adam and Christ)

“It will go well with those servants whom the master finds wide-awake on his return.”
Now do you think you’re wide-awake right now? No, you’re not; you’re right! We
go through life often quite asleep—talking, yes; working, yes; playing, yes—but not
really awake in this sense. It means to be alert: alert to the presence of God and alert to
the meaning of the moment, that in every moment of time God is addressing us with his
word, with his love; and we need to be alert to that! Well, of course, none of us always
are; there’s not one person who is always alert. That would be impossible—but the more
alert, the better! And so we make efforts throughout the day to awaken ourselves, and
this is what we call “prayer.” Prayer is to awaken ourselves to the deeper meaning of
life.
Now I would like to go to the first reading that Joe read to us this morning from St.
Paul’s Letter to the Romans. And incidentally, you did right the second time, Joe, when
you said offense. The word “offense is only used in what game? Maybe it’s used in
soccer too, but I know it’s used in football. It means you’ve got the ball, right?
But the word is offense and defense. For example, secretary—who is the secretary of
defense? Secretary—what’s his name? You don’t know his name? He’s on TV every
day five thousand times! What’s his name—Secretary of Defense? Colin Powell! No,
he is the Secretary of State! Who is Secretary of Defense? Grace, you don’t know? Yes,
Rumsfeld—correct! You mean to tell me you never watch television? Well, you’ve seen
this guy’s face, I know it! You probably aren’t awake listening—maybe it’s for the better
in some cases! Donald Rumsfeld is Secretary of Defense—not defense. Defense is
about not having the ball. Okay.
Now we’re talking about St. Paul’s Letter to the Romans, and he’s talking about
modeling ourselves; this is about modeling. Human beings are born and the amazing
thing is we’re more the same than different regardless of skin color, regardless of race,
regardless of anything; we’re more similar than not when we’re born. Actually this has
been proved scientifically. Our genes, that is, what makes us who we are physically, are
practically the same for everybody. That’s a fact, historical fact, scientific fact—you can
believe it! What makes people different is the models they have as they grow up.
Now St. Paul is making things simple for us—real simple, Liam. He said that there’s
only two models you have to worry about. The first model is the model he calls “Adam.”
He calls it the “first man”; he means Adam, or the other way around, Adam is the first
man. Okay. This model means this: that in the beginning all human beings go back to
one basic pair. That’s the basic view of the Scriptures, and actually science more or less
agrees with that. And we had to start somewhere as a human race, right? Isn’t that
correct? Steve? You agree! We started somewhere, probably Africa, probably a couple

Two Models—Which Do We Choose?

million years ago, but not in the present form. The present form of the human race
probably forty, fifty thousand years ago, or more, probably Africa—and then from there
developed into all the different types of people we have. But the point is in the very
beginning the human race started on a path, which now as we look at it we can say,
“Well, it’s not a very good path,” because as we look back at human history we see wars
and wars and wars and wars and wars! Well, that’s not a good history, is it? We’ve
actually had some very good periods of time, and then pretty soon came another war.
Right? So that’s not so good.
And St. Paul is reflecting on this. He says, “Well, the first model is a model of selfcentered people!” If we’re going to follow that model, we’re just going to take care of
ourselves and that’s going to lead to, what? What happens when all we do is care about
ourselves? What happens? Right, we become very small and mean to other people; we
don’t care about them, and pretty soon that shows itself in the way we treat them, how we
talk, right? It starts with talking, and then after that actions; and usually it can escalate
into, what? Talking and actions usually escalate—if they’re extremely negative, they
escalate into, what? Yes? Fights, violence—right? It could be with fists; it could be
with guns; it could be with poison; it could be with jet fighters—but that’s what happens,
right? Escalation of, what? Self-centeredness, selfishness, see? That’s one model. If
you notice very clearly in the world, lots of people—lots of people—like that model; they
follow that model.
St. Paul says, “But there’s a second model now—a second model.” God himself
recognizing more or less the mess that human beings have made of the world said, “Wait
a minute. I am going to send a new model into the world, a model that will reflect my
original intention in creating the human race. This model will be of my own heart and
my own being. This model will be human completely, but it will also be just like me.”
And who is that model? Brian? Yes, but what is the human called? God in human form
is? No, God in human form is not Adam. Brian? Jesus! So Jesus is the second model.
So we have Adam on the one hand, Jesus on the other hand.
And as we grow up, whether you like it or not, whether even you are aware of it or
not, you will choose which of these two models you will follow! Some days you may
follow one, and then other days you may follow another. The goal of the gospel is to
invite us and to encourage us to always pick the model of Christ, the model of Jesus,
which is a model of selflessness, not selfishness. So Jesus in his life did not base
everything on what he wanted but rather what was good in itself, what God wanted. You
see the difference? It’s a big difference! And every single person, however so small,
makes decisions. Sometimes you’re aware of them and sometimes you’re not, but you do
intend stuff all the time.
In fact, even animals intend things. What do animals intend—to put it in general
terms? What’s the intent of an animal? Do you have an idea? Do you have any pets?
Anybody have any pets? Okay, what do animals intend? Do you ever watch them?
What do they do? They fight? They bite! Why do they bite? What do you think? Do
you think maybe they’re trying to—what do you think? Yeah, but what are they doing if

2

Two Models—Which Do We Choose?

they’re biting? Get on the biting issue here; why do they bite? Protect! Is that what you
are saying? Yes! Animals bite; that is correct. Why? Because they are protecting
themselves. So animals have this intent to protect themselves and to survive. Now we
can be like that too. We can just intend to protect ourselves and survive and then we bite
everybody. Yes, and I mean that literally and figuratively! See, remarks can be biting,
can’t they? So that’s one model. So animals are living like the first man, or the first man
is living like an animal, either way you want to look at it, see, Liam?
But Christ comes with something else. It’s another pattern; it’s another goal. And
we’re here at St. Joe’s School, we’re here at Mass, to think about what kind of goals do
we want for ourselves? Do we want to just live for ourselves, or do we want to live for
God? And I can tell you and assure you and promise you it won’t happen naturally;
naturally you won’t just automatically do something for God! This will be done only
deliberately because you choose to! And that’s what St. Paul is saying.
But when you choose to, then guess what happens? All of the value that Christ, that
Jesus, brought into the world becomes yours! That’s what he says in this passage. God
looks at you the way he looks at Jesus and gives you all of what Jesus has a right to. You
inherit everything he has! And that process begins with our Baptism, and then it’s up to
us each day to live out our Baptism. And if we live out our Baptism every day until the
day we die, we inherit Jesus’ kingdom, everything he had a right to because he was from
God. It’s very simple.
The only problem is it’s not easy living in a world where everyone is going on a
different tangent, following a different model. People are going to think you’re crazy.
Not always though. Now Mother Teresa, for example, she followed the model of Christ.
People didn’t actually think she was crazy. At first maybe, but then they started to say,
“Well, there is something to this.” And maybe if people look at you, they might also say,
“Well, maybe there is something to this Jesus Christ.” That is my hope, that you preach
in your actions and words what this model, Jesus Christ, is all about!

Two Models—Which Do We Choose?
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Universal Invitation to Dine
October 25, 2001 Is 25:6-9;

Funeral
Lorraine Kraiss
Thursday,
2 Tm 3:14—4:2; Jn 14:1-6 (Prepare a place for you)

“I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father but through me.”
Jesus spoke in many ways. He used parables, but he also spoke in gesture. One of the
most provocative gestures he used was the gesture of inviting people to dine. Although
we may not realize this, or think it almost unbelievable, but this offended his coreligionists because they were not allowed to eat with just anybody. Gathering together
to break bread was a holy, sacred moment; and you were supposed to only do that with
the pure and the righteous. You were not allowed to do this with the unwashed, the
uncircumcised, and the unrighteous—but Jesus did! And he made enemies doing it!
Now in this particular text the evangelist gives us these words: “No one comes to the
Father but through me.” In other words, there’s only one way to God; and it is through
Christ and though his way, his way of being, which happens to be a way of universal
invitation! So although this might at first seem exclusive, it’s quite the opposite; it’s
inclusive. It’s only excluding exclusion! It’s only excluding all other ways to God where
it applies only to some and not to others.
Now I hope this challenges our way of thinking because most of us grew up thinking
that heavenly life is a reward for the good. That is not what the gospels say. Heavenly
life is the reward for those who accept it! Of course, accepting the gift involves such a
radical change of who we are, that we do become good in a profound way, but not in the
normal way people think of good—not necessarily!
So God does touch us, and God does change us—that is true. But he doesn’t require
that we change before he loves us. He loves us just as we are with all of our flaws and all
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of our problems. And he invites us to dine. And that invitation is enshrined in our
Eucharistic meal. This is an invitation to saint and sinner to dine together in the banquet
that anticipates our final gathering with God, to receive and to live and to share in the gift
that no one can merit, the gift of God’s own life. And we have this gift only for one
reason, because of the willingness of Jesus, Son of God, to enter into our lives to give it
to us, to enter into our lives to wake us up, to enter into our lives to show us the way, to
enter into our lives and be the truth.
And this candle burns with memory of the glorious resurrection of Christ, which we
celebrate most solemnly every Easter Vigil, the night we light this fire for the first time
each year. And we bring that candle from the Easter Vigil to this moment in our lives to
remind us that the most glorious fact of life is that God loved the world so much that he
did not spare himself; he did not spare his own being, but poured it into the human form
of Jesus.
And Jesus in his human nature loved the world so much that he did not spare himself;
he did not cling to his divinity. “Son though he was, Jesus did not cling to his divinity,
but emptied himself.” And that is a human act. Jesus emptied himself of his divinity and
shared our life with all of its pain and all of its sorrow and all of its shortcomings and all
of its wickedness and all of its violence! And he took it all into himself and he kept it
there. He didn’t send any back! There’s no retaliation from him! There’s no vengeance,
just an all-consuming love!
And when that love touches others, they can become infectious—we can become
infectious. And that’s what happened to Lorraine. She became infected with this allinclusive love that is God. And she started to act the way Jesus did. She invited people
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to dinner. I understand her particular specialty was banana cake. Maybe you don’t know
how to make banana cake; maybe you don’t like banana cake, but you all need a recipe
too, a recipe for inclusion, a recipe for gathering, a recipe for inviting people, so they can
find God in you, so you can be like Lorraine—good news for other people! She was a
true evangelist. She was faithful, as the second reading alludes to, to her Baptism.
That’s all we need to speak for God is Baptism! We don’t need other sacraments.
Lorraine lived her Baptism, and now we have covered her remains with the pall that
reminds us of our Baptism and her Baptism. And I sprinkled the casket with the water
from the font—again, the font of new life, of new birth. Lorraine is a person who lived
that new birth and her witness is a challenge to all of us.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Being Our Own Jailers
Twentieth-ninth Week in Ordinary Time Friday,
October 26, 2001 7:00 a.m. Rom 7:18-25; Lk 12:54-59
(Paying the last penny)

“I warn you, you will not be released from there until you have paid the last penny.”
That’s a rather dire warning because it’s the very nature of prison that you can’t pay
anything; you can’t make any money while you’re in prison; you can’t pay fines while
you’re in prison. So what is it that has caused Jesus to say this?
It has to do with the sense of righteousness or another way of saying that is the sense
of being right. When we believe we are right and everyone else is wrong we are to some
degree in a prison, a prison of our own ignorance of the objective truth. No one is always
one hundred percent correct. The Church as an institution is not one hundred percent
correct on every matter, and this is something we have to see! We also have to see it in
regard to our nation and it’s policies; it cannot always be one hundred percent correct!
There are failings in every person; there are failings in every institution; there are failings
in every nation. And we have to acknowledge them and accept them because if we don’t,
we will establish for ourselves a standard that cannot be met, a standard we can’t meet
ourselves.
And the basic principle here as well as elsewhere in Scripture is we become our own
tormenters; we become our own jailers; we become our own judges, because what we
require of others becomes required of us. “The measure you measure out will be
measured back to you.” It’s the same principle. And if we don’t accept the defects in
ourselves—which incidentally St. Paul was confessing in the first reading today—if we
don’t accept that in ourselves, we establish a situation that will destroy us. We will never
get out until we pay the last penny, and we’ll never be able to do that!
And so if we want to live in freedom, we have to go to Christ. St. Paul ends his whole
reading with “Who can free me from this body under the power of death?” And there’s
only one answer: God, through Jesus Christ. Who can free us from a world, from a
society, from ourselves—under the power of death? Only God, through Jesus Christ. A
simple message—one we have to take into ourselves!

Being Our Own Jailers

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Timelessness of Self-righteousness
Thirtieth Sunday in Ordinary Time/C
October 28, 2001 Saturday Vigil, October 27, 2001 5:00 p.m. Sir 35:12-14, 16-18;
2 Tm 4:6-8, 16-18;
Lk 18:9-14
(The Pharisee and Tax Collector)

“Believe me, the latter went home justified, but not the other.”
This story may leave us somewhat cold; it may seem actually irrelevant to us insofar
as it’s based on Jewish beliefs. We may even think we know what it’s about, while
missing the real point!
Whenever Jesus dealt with human issues he dealt with them in a religious context, not
because they’re really religious issues but because he was living in a religious culture;
and if he didn’t speak of them in religious terms, no one would have understood him.
That’s something we have to keep in mind. The real issues are actually not about the law
or about the covenant at all. They’re basic human problems; they’re basic human issues.
And Jesus’ teaching carries the same force at all times, in all places, because people
are basically the same. Today only a handful of so-called “Orthodox Jews” really
believe that they can be righteous by practicing the law, like this Pharisee in the story.
However, self-righteousness is a universal phenomenon. It’s found everywhere:
among religious people and among non-religious people, among believers and atheists.
Self-righteousness! What is that all about? Well, the ACLU is a very self-righteous
organization. And I hate to tell you, but the Congress of the United States can be very
self-righteous as well, as can all of us. As I said, it is a human problem. Selfrighteousness is an attitude of mind that thinks I am totally right or we are totally
right, and our opponents are totally wrong or our opponents are not worthy or our
opponents are morally inferior or our opponents lack reason; therefore, God is on
our side or God is on my side! This mentality, this idea, this point of view, is found on
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both sides of every conflict, both sides of every war; indeed, it is the necessary
condition for war to exist!
Jesus, therefore, is not simply talking about some religious technicality, and he is not
making a point about Judaism at all—it has nothing to do with Judaism. He is really
speaking about the possibility of truth and reconciliation among people, the
possibility that people can actually come together with understanding and live in
harmony. And it starts, according to this gospel teaching, with an acknowledgement of
imperfection, an acknowledgement of flaws in character and real lapses in justice
and charity. The recognition of this inner darkness is the beginning of
enlightenment.
Although we can count the myriad ways in which our culture is different from the
culture of Jesus’ day, in one way it’s very similar. We’re not religiously homogenous as
they were, that is, all of the same religion, but we also like to think of God as on our
side—that’s the same. We like to think that our ways are all perfectly straight. We
like to think that our leaders are utterly reasonable, and our purposes in the world
totally altruistic. We like to think that. The question the gospel raises: Can we apply
today’s message to ourselves?
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
The True Nature of God
Thirtieth Week in Ordinary Time
Monday,
October 29, 2001 7:00 a.m. Rom 8:12-17; Lk 13:10-17 (Curing on the sabbath)

“The chief of the synagogue, indignant that Jesus should have healed on the sabbath,
said to the congregation, “There are six days for working. Come on those days to be
cured, not on the sabbath.”
What we have here is a conflict concerning the true will of God, and the conflict really
centers on the true nature of God, since the will of God is the effective expression of his
nature. What Jesus represents is the image of God as one who cares for his children
wanting to heal them and free them from their burdens. What the chief of the synagogue
represents is a very different image of God, a God who is primarily concerned with
obedience to the law. And chief among all the laws of Israel was the law that said, “On
the seventh day you shall rest.” That was the basic law.
And when we look at these issues we have to really get to the base of them. It is
actually a question of faith. What kind of God do you believe in?—which goes further—
What kind of God is there?—or—What is God really like? That is really the fundamental
question. And it’s a copout to say, “Well, this is my faith; that’s your faith.” That’s a
copout because it’s not just a matter of opinion, not faith in that sense. It’s really a matter
of judgment. And it’s very important because whatever we decide, whatever we judge to
be true, we have to live by that.
One thing about the chief of the synagogue, he understood very clearly what was at
question here. He wasn’t confused at all that Jesus was really bringing something totally
new to the synagogue, that he was challenging a whole way of life, that he was really and
truly undermining an entire tradition. That is for sure—and he knew it! Now we mustn’t
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be angry with him. And we mustn’t despise this tradition or look down on people who
follow it. That’s not the point at all.
The point is we have to see within ourselves how we can get on the wrong path, easily
although sincerely, how we can allow, for example, our own scruples to mislead us to
ignoring something God really cares about while paying inordinate attention to what God
doesn’t care so much about. All this has to do with what is the nature of God, because it
is out of the nature of God that flows the will of God; and out of the will of God flows the
true law. So Jesus, of course, was always, you might say, reinterpreting the law, telling
them they didn’t understand the law. Why? Well, they didn’t understand the will of
God. They couldn’t understand the will of God, if they didn’t know the nature of God.
So at the root of all issues concerning God and religion and faith is this question of
what is God really like? I believe and the Church believes that God’s true nature is
revealed in Jesus, in his humanity, in his human compassion, in his empathy, and in his
sympathy for the suffering and for the poor. That is the true nature of God, and anything
that conflicts with that is false. And each of us has to come personally to that same
conclusion, if we want to follow Christ. Or putting it another way, following Christ is
coming to that same conclusion and living by it. And it is a choice we need to make and
affirm constantly.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Groaning and Hoping
Thirtieth Week of Ordinary Time
Tuesday,
October 30, 2001 7:00 a.m. Rom 8:18-25; Lk 13:18-21 (The Spirit groans within us)

“Yes, we know that all creation groans and is in agony even until now.”
This reading from St. Paul is one of his most eloquent; it’s from Chapter 8 of the
Letter to the Romans. And he is trying to compare the sufferings of the present time to
the glory that shall be revealed, and of course, he is saying that they are incomparable!
And what Paul is speaking is true today as much as in his own day, that Christian
believers experience a great deal of suffering. And the suffering in the present time is not
directly related to their own personal problems—exclusively.
What he is trying to say—he has a very cosmic picture, a cosmic vision of God’s
work. And in a sense he is seeing that a new birth is taking place, as he knows women
often experience great pain in childbirth. He is saying in a very similar way the entire
creation is experiencing pain because it’s coming into something new, a new birth. Now
ordinarily, of course, we don’t believe that the pain of childbirth is what actually causes
the birth, but he is saying that there is a way in which the pain of this world, the suffering
of the present age, is almost contributing to the new birth. We are being stretched beyond
our normal capacities because God has something in mind for us which is supranormal,
which supersedes all that we know is normal.
And we have to keep this in mind because it is the draw, and he calls this “hope.”
Hope draws us into this unseen promise that God is giving us. And he describes it as a
form of “glorious freedom,” which actually we can’t taste now, because if we could taste
now, we wouldn’t be suffering; but we are suffering. So we have to keep in mind that
we’re in the middle of something.

Groaning and Hoping

Modern science adds to this, if you will care to look at it, that not only does a mother
suffer in childbirth, but so does the child. The infant in childbirth actually suffers
painfully—some to such a degree that they are maimed emotionally in life. At least
that’s the theory of some doctors and researchers. So we, being part of this new birth, are
suffering. We have to keep in mind, however, that while we suffer, God has already
delivered something.
So we don’t have only hope in the future, but we also have as first fruits the Spirit that
is already alive within us. “And the Spirit groans,” he says. “The Spirit groans within us
as we await the redemption of our bodies.” So Paul’s vision is something great is taking
place. I think even he would be surprised at how long it’s taking—really! I think all the
early apostles thought that God would finish his work within a generation or two—well,
not to be.
Nonetheless, we are still in the midst of this growth and this birth, and we need to
recognize that God is stretching us and God is stretching the world; and all creation is
part of this groaning, and the Spirit itself even groans within us. But we always have
hope, which is actually a fruit of the Spirit, to draw us onward, not to get stuck and not to
hold back, but to move on and let go. This is the work of hope.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Models for Ordinary Sanctity
All Saints Day Thursday, November 1, 2001
8:30 a.m. Rv 7:2-4, 9-14; 1 Jn 3:1-3; Mt 5:1-12a (All School Mass)

First I want to congratulate the children and their teachers on the wonderful procession
showing forth the richness of our tradition.
The Church has known long before it became popular—the Church has known for
centuries—that we human beings need models. Children need models. Human beings
aren’t instinctive, like spiders. Spiders don’t need models; cats don’t need models.
Human beings need models. Boys and girls need to look to someone to show them how
it is to live, because there are so many different possibilities for good and evil in the
world. We need models of goodness, models of holiness, models of sanctity. And the
feast of All Saints is a day we celebrate the myriad of saints—most of them unknown
totally. Now the saints named today are the ones we know about because they were so
famous; they were so exemplary, so wonderful, so excellent.
But there are a lot of saints, even millions more, that we don’t know by name at all!
But they are just as much saints, and they’re just as much models. And some of them are
our parents. Some of them are our teachers. There are models all around. One of the
good effects of that terrible tragedy in New York on September 11th was that people
started looking at who are really heroes in our world, in our society. And who were they?
They were the firemen and women who worked to rescue people. They were putting
their lives on the line. That’s true heroism.
And sometimes when we’re growing up we don’t really see who a hero is. I noticed
this over the years. I like to ask young people what they want to be when they grow up,
not because I think they really know, but it gives a good idea of what sort of models they
are using. And several years ago I noticed a change for the worse among certain
children, not you, but children like you somewhere else in another town. Years and years
ago when children responded to the question, what do you want to be when you grow up?
usually what kids would say would be things like—and I’m not going to embarrass you
today to ask you what you think, but just think about this—but they’d say things like, “I
want to be,” for example, “a priest or a teacher or a doctor or a nurse.” Nurses were big
things long ago, nurses because they were modeling their lives on helping other people—
teachers likewise, priests, nuns, policemen, firemen. All of these are models of people
who spend their lives helping others. Now these are not the people who are gaining the
headlines most of the time.
And several years ago I noticed in asking children what they want to be when they
grow up, this had shifted quite a bit. Now they wanted to be football players, basketball
players, lawyers; and one girl said, “a world-famous surgeon.” There is a difference,
boys and girls, between being a doctor and being a world-famous surgeon! You see the
difference? If you’re saying that you want to be a doctor, you’re saying that you want to
help people get healthy. If you’re saying that you want to be a world-famous surgeon,
you’re thinking about yourself, being famous and wealthy. And that’s a difference in our
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culture, in our world, the world around us, what we hold up as worthwhile. So you need
to think about what you admire. Whom do you admire? What do you see is admirable in
other people?
When I was a boy, very young like five-years-old, I wanted to be a garbage man.
Why? Because I like garbage? No, because I didn’t like garbage; and I thought the
garbage men were wonderful because they were getting rid of all this garbage. I thought,
well, that’s really great! That’s what I want to be when I grow up, a garbage man. Well,
I decided not to, but that’s an admirable occupation—working to clean up the
environment, helping people get rid of junk, garbage—it’s good. Later on I wanted to be
in the military because I saw this as people who were really protecting other people. I
decided not to do that either. But the point is these were the images I had as a boy of
what was really worthwhile. For a while I wanted to sell bread. But anyway, the point is
I had these different thoughts, and you did too.
But you’re not too young to think about what is really desirable for you. What kind of
person do you want to be? Now we’re not all going to be like St. Francis of Assisi! Even
the Franciscans can hardly be like St. Francis of Assisi! But you can be a saint. And
that’s the point: everyone called to baptism in the Church is called to be a saint. And a
person is a saint from the moment of Baptism until they turn away from God. Sanctity is
really a gift, so God really expects everyone to be a saint—five-year-olds and four-yearolds. Now you say, “Oh, I have a four-year-old brother and he is really a holy terror!”
Yes, but he is a holy terror because to be a terror at a certain age is part of nature.
Holiness and sanctity do not take us away from our nature, but actually they perfect our
nature. We’re created to be like Christ. We’re created to be images of God, and so to be
that is to be really what we are created to be.
And everything else, our own personal wishes and choices and likes and dislikes, that
doesn’t have anything to do with why we were created or what we are created for. And
often they get in the way of life and they distract us from the real reason for our being
here. But you each have free will, and you must choose what kind of person you’re
going to be. And you will choose that on the basis of someone you admire, or some
model that you admire and favor in yourselves. So you need to think about it.
We need also to honor the fact that we have living saints among us. Not only is a
four-year-old who is a holy terror holy, but seven-year-olds and eight-year-olds and nineyear-olds and ten-year-olds are saints, if they are doing what they’re supposed to be
doing. If we’re following God and honoring him in every way we can, we are truly
saints. So preserve that sanctity, or if you have been straying away doing your own
thing, ignoring your duties and responsibilities, then this is a call to recognize how
beautiful your life can be and what a gift you can make to God of your life. And this is
really what God asks of you. He has given you everything; he wants you to give it back
to him. It comes from God; we need to give it back to God. This is what it means to be a
saint. This is the meaning of our Baptism, and this is why we celebrate All Saints Day.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Saints in All Walks of Life
All Saints Day Thursday, November 1, 2001
6:30 a.m. Rv 7:2-4, 9-14; 1 Jn 3:1-3; Mt 5:1-12a (Baptized—called to holiness)

The Catholic Church recognized, long before the rest of the world caught on, the great
importance of modeling. Human beings need models because we’re born without any
real instincts. We have to develop ways of living, and they have to be taught. And that’s
the importance of the saints because they are the models of what it means to be a Christlike person.
And we have to emphasize that every single person called to Baptism is also called to
holiness. There is no one called to Baptism who is not called to holiness, to sanctity.
But, of course, there has to be lots of different kinds of sanctity. And one of the problems
with some of the models we’ve had is they’re a little bit bigger than life—too big almost!
Take one of our most favorite of all, St. Francis of Assisi. A great man, a great saint,
however, how many people can really follow St. Francis as a model? Even the
Franciscans can hardly do it, much less can anyone else!
The importance of today’s feast is we recognize that there are thousands of models,
tens of thousands of models of what it really means to be a saint in the world. By no
means are we to prefer a life of hermitage, a life of seclusion, a life of cloister. That is by
no means better than being alive and active in the world, and not in any way a closer
walk with Jesus—unless we’re called to it by a specific vocation. St. Francis de Sales is
one of the great spiritual directors of all times, and he points out that the spirituality of
each person has to fit his or her own station in life. The feast of All Saints shows us that
people are responding all the time to the sanctity of every possible vocation, of every
possible station in life.

Saints in All Walks of Life

And for our culture, our American culture, that is, there’s something good that can be
said about the last few weeks. Since September 11th, people have started to think
differently about who are the heroes of our culture. Before September 11th, they were
ballplayers and singers and actors and actresses. But now people can say, “Well, no, the
real heroes are the police and the fire department and the rescue squads that risk their
lives to serve others.” We’re getting warm.
This is the idea behind the feast of All Saints, that people who are always putting their
lives on the line for others, including the truly devout mother and the truly devout father,
the truly devout husband and the truly devout wife who care for the family and the home,
are really saints in the eyes of God. And there are many others; in fact, all walks of life
have these kinds of people. And perhaps we can just open our eyes and honor God for
having raised them up.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Pray for the Dead and for the Whole World
All Souls Day
Friday,
November 2, 2001 Charismatic Mass for Peace 7:30 p.m. Is 25:6-9; Rom 6:3-9;
Mt 25:31-46 (Commemoration of All the Faithful Departed) (Baptized into Christ’s
death)

“Are you not aware that we who were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his
death?”
This is a very good question. How many people through the centuries who have read
this really have understood the question? “Do you realize that we who were baptized into
Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?” Do we understand that salvation is through
the death of Christ, and through the death of Christ a new reality has come into the world,
because Christ’s death was not the end of anything, but the beginning of a new creation
as he entered into the holy of holies in heaven with his eternal sacrifice, his eternal
oblation, that is, his very own blood that he pours forth in the eternal now of heaven
before the mercy seat of God?
And it behooves us as Catholics to think about why it is that the Catholic Church
prays for the dead, because many churches don’t. But it’s because of the very way we
look at our Baptism. In Baptism we not only die with Christ, but as St. Paul points out
later, “We live a new life”! “So that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory
of the Father, we too might live a new life.” “We”—plural, people—live a single new
life, and that life is the life of the risen Christ.
Now according to the Catholic understanding of salvation, we are saved body, mind,
and soul—not just soul! We’re not just saved in our souls; we’re supposed to be saved
body, mind, and soul. And therefore the sacraments of the Church address the body,
mind, and soul—the soul, body, and mind—the mind, soul, and body—the whole person!
And the language of our liturgy is the language of gesture and symbol and metaphor.
And water, of course, is one of the great metaphors of all time. It’s really the
beginning of physical life. There would be no physical life without water. Every time
some scientist finds water on some planet or some asteroid, they start looking for life.
Why? Well, it’s the condition that’s necessary for life, as we know it, to exist. And so
it’s a great symbol for something else—eternal life. And that’s how language speaks to
us; our sacraments speak to us using something we know to talk about something we
don’t know. We know life begins with water; and it’s through what we know that we
come to what we don’t know, the mystery of God’s eternal gift to us.
But that gift to us is given to us, as I said, not as souls or spirits alone but as body,
mind, and soul. And so the sacraments are addressed to our bodies, and we are saved
then corporally. The sacraments are corporal because they address our senses; they
address our sense of touch, our sight, our hearing. But it is not only that!
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Even more important than our physical bodies is the body of the faithful, that is, the
Church. We are baptized into the Church. We are baptized into the body of Christ. And
the body of Christ means three different things equally. It means the risen body of the
Lord. It means the Church, which is the body of believers. And it means the body which
is consecrated bread, the bread and the wine that is consecrated by the priest through the
power of the Holy Spirit at Mass. Each is the body of Christ. When we receive the host,
when we receive the cup at communion, we are meeting the resurrected Christ. But we
are also meeting the body of believers that we are all a part of, and we became a part of
that body in our Baptism. And all these realities are interwoven; they’re inseparable.
And the Catholic Church holds this very closely, these inseparable parts; we hold them
closely together.
For us there is no such thing as individualism. Individualism is an idea that is
disembodied and dismembered. We’re not saved as individuals; we’re saved as members
of the single body of Christ living a single life, the life of the risen Lord. And to some
extent, when one member or one part of this body suffers, the entire body is suffering.
And the saints felt that very deeply. For example, we begin with St. Paul in his letter to
the Colossians when he talked about “making up what was lacking in the suffering of
Christ in his own body.” And people say, “Well, what could be lacking in the suffering
of Christ?” Well, think about it. As long as any member of Christ is suffering, the whole
body is suffering. And as long as members of the body of Christ remain sinful, the whole
body remains less than what God wants it to be.
Now in the early Church, and St. Paul points this out in 1 Corinthians, there was a
very strange practice, which we don’t do anymore, but people would be baptized by
proxy. So if a loved one died and they hadn’t been baptized, they would say, “I’ll be
baptized for so and so.” And Paul did not forbid it. Later on in the Church they came to
think that this did more harm than good, led to all kinds of misunderstandings. But the
thought behind it is not wrong. The thought behind it is that we are saved as part of a
body—we are saved as part of a body!
And sacraments are about receiving the life and the grace of God. And receiving the
life and the grace of God is a very important thing to articulate and gesticulate and
symbolize, because we have to receive this physically as well as mentally and spiritually.
It’s meant to heal us wholly, totally. And we see Jesus’ constant interest in the whole
person throughout his ministry. He never just focuses on one simple area or just the
spiritual area—never—always addressing the body, addressing the mind, and addressing
the soul.
So we have this sacramental life in the Church that speaks to us of how important it is
that we help each other, that we understand that we are all part of the same body and that
when one is suffering we’re all suffering; so we need to intercede for the spiritual, the
mental, and the physical healing of everybody. And although we do not baptize anyone
in proxy any longer, we continue to recognize our responsibility to pray, not only for the
living but for the dead, because they’re still united to us through Baptism. Death does not
affect Baptism because we’re baptized into death; we’re still connected! Only our
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responsibility is in a sense increased because the dead who are not yet in full communion
with God cannot pray for themselves; that is, they can’t make any decisions to alter their
lives. The moment the brain is dead, that’s the last decision you’ll make. Your
unfinished agenda has to be finished by somebody else. If you’ve made a faint and poor
and feeble acceptance of God, God accepts it because God is God; but the unfinished
agenda needs to be finished by the rest of the body. That’s why we pray for the dead.
We’re finishing the agenda they left undone when they came to the end of their life in the
body—on earth.
And as they await their rebirth into glory we pray for them because we need to—we
need to! We need to care for the body. We need to intercede for the body in ways we
don’t only pray for the dead, but we also include the dead in our prayers, in our
intercession. And it’s important that we do this.
It’s important we start to think about the whole problems of our world as our
problems; they are not somebody else’s problems. It’s very unchristian, for example to
daydream about, well, now wouldn’t the world just be wonderful if everyone would just
do this or that. That’s not a Christian thought. What is Christian is to take responsibility
for the world the way it is now and to recognize our great power, the power of prayer, to
bring to bear on the affairs of human beings the grace of God. We underestimate the
power of prayer as we underestimate a lot of other powers we have as human beings.
When we look at the world, we find all kinds of injustice. We need to pray for those
areas where injustice exists. And we need to pray for the victims of injustice and pray for
those who create the injustice. Jesus told us, “Pray for your persecutors.” By extension,
pray for the persecutors of others too.
We rightly pray for the victims of September 11th, but we also need to pray for the
perpetrators of September 11th—those evildoers you’ve heard about. We need to pray for
them. Were their acts ones of total God-denying wickedness? We don’t know. Perhaps
their minds were totally unbalanced, and they thought they were actually praising God.
This has happened before. It’s happened in our own Church where people thought they
were praising God by eliminating those they thought were evil.
So we need to always pray for those who do evil in the world, and pray for those who
inflict injustice on others, and believe that yes, God’s grace can change them. And this is
the only way that God has given us to really make an effect in our world. Wishing won’t
make it so—praying can! And we need to intercede for all those places in the world—
and we don’t know where they are—where men and women have turned away from God,
and not to be blinded that perhaps in our own backyards men and women have turned
away from God. I remember thinking, it probably wasn’t logical, but I was thinking
when I heard that our president, Bush, declared war on all terrorism, well, is this going to
also end all abortion? After all, that’s a form of terrorism. Do we ever think of that? Not
the only one of course—there are many forms of terrorism, many forms of injustice,
many ways of taking innocent life.
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And we need to pray for ourselves insofar as in any way we have been negligent,
duplicitous, ignorant, or indifferent, and thereby helped the cause of evil. And we also
have to hold up all those people who continue to turn away from God and live in
darkness. We hold them up, and we hold up the world that they’re affecting; and we hold
up their victims. And we need to be dedicated and committed to this kind of prayer.
So I would urge you to make a commitment somehow, daily perhaps—it would be
good daily, fifteen minutes, ten minutes, half and hour, whatever you can do. Don’t
commit yourself beyond what you can do. Start small. Pray, truly pray, in whatever way
you can pray. If you pray the rosary, pray the rosary. If you pray in tongues, pray in
tongues. If you pray the Divine Office, pray the Divine Office. If you read the Bible,
then read the Bible. In whatever way you can pray, pray for the world and pray for
peace; and pray for those who have died, whatever the circumstances.
And finally remember one thing, that we don’t have “proxy Baptism,” but we do have
the Mass. And in the Mass, St. Augustine said, “the ‘whole Christ’”—that’s the body of
Christ—“the ‘whole Christ’ offers to the Father the ‘whole Christ’” There is no more
powerful prayer than to come to the Eucharist and to offer ourselves, our loved ones, the
victims of injustice and the perpetrators of injustice to the Father, and pray for that grace
to transform the world that Jesus died to give us.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Why We Pray for the Dead All Souls Day Friday, November 2, 2001 7:00 a.m.
Is 25:6-9; Phil 3:20-21; Jn 6:37-40 (The Commemoration of All the Faithful
Departed)

Today we pray for the faithful departed, and perhaps we need to remind ourselves of
the reason for this. In our Catholic understanding of faith, we are not saved as
individuals. But we are saved as members of the body of Christ, a membership we
receive at Baptism; therefore, we are members with one another. Now that membership
cannot be destroyed by God. Only we can sever ourselves from this membership. But
also besides severing ourselves from this membership, we can harm our own relationship
to the body. So we actually have a reason for praying for and helping one another.
Baptism is both corporal and corporate, corporal in the sense that we baptize the body
because we are body and soul. We’re not just souls. We’re not just spiritual beings;
we’re also physical beings. And Christ came to save all of us, body and soul; and
therefore, the sacraments address the body as well as the soul. All the signs and gestures
of the Church address both the mind and the senses.
Now the physical side of the human nature also is the corporate side, that we are born
to live with others. So we have no idea of a sort of disembodied spirituality, nor any idea
of any kind of individualism. Individualism denies our corporate bodilyness and is not
part of any sound incarnational Christian understanding. So the church is always trying
to nurture the idea that we have to be sound and healthy in body, mind, soul; and that
involves socially connected with one another. And this connection is a two-way street,
where we are helped by other’s prayers, and we help others with our prayers.
Death does not change this situation, except in one way. From early on it has been
believed that once a person dies they can no longer help themselves. And there’s good
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reason for this in modern science. Modern science shows how dependent our minds are
upon our brains to make decisions. This doesn’t mean we can’t have any awareness
without our brains, but it does mean we can’t decide anything. So once we enter the
sleep of death, although we may maintain a certain kind of awareness, we can no longer
actually help ourselves, make decisions, or change anything about our lives; therefore, we
become doubly dependent upon others within the body for help. And that is why we pray
for the dead, because those people have gone into the rest of Christ without being wellprepared, without having really opened their lives to God. They can’t help themselves
anymore, but we can help them.
Now in the early Church, and St. Paul mentions this in 1 Corinthians, actually they
practiced “proxy Baptism.” In other words, a person would submit to Baptism for
someone who had died. In time the Church stopped that practice because it led to
misunderstandings.
But actually there’s even a better way to pray for someone, not be baptized for them,
but offer Christ’s sacrifice for them. And that’s what the idea of offering Mass for the
dead is. We enter into the Eucharist. As a member of Christ we offer to the Father the
sacrifice of Christ: the “whole Christ” offers the “whole Christ” to the Father, in
particular for the benefits of the faithful departed. So the most important thing we can do
for the faithful departed is to offer the Mass for them. And that does not necessarily
mean that we have to go and ask the priest to name them by name; but that means when
we come to the Mass we bring their intentions with our intentions, and we offer them
together to the Father. And in this way the whole Church is then praying for their growth
in God’s Spirit.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Salvation for Jews and Gentiles
Thirtieth Week in Ordinary Time Saturday,
November 3, 2001 8:00 a.m. Rom 11:1-2, 11-12, 25-29; Lk 14:1, 7-11 (St. Martin
de Porres) (Gifts are irrevocable)

“God’s gifts and his call are irrevocable.”
It may not seem so relevant for us to consider what St. Paul is saying in today’s Letter
to the Romans, but it is important that we understand rightly what he is saying about the
Jewish people. “God’s gifts and his call are irrevocable.” His view is that although the
Jewish people did not accept Christ as savior, as Messiah, that does not mean that they
are excluded from salvation. St. Paul’s view is that their not accepting Christ is actually
for the benefit of the Gentiles. So he says, “By their transgressions salvation has come to
the Gentiles to stir Israel to envy.” In other words, Christians have the responsibility of
being enviable in a spiritual sense, enviable because they demonstrate what intimacy with
God is like. And that is to become a draw to Israel that they might then want this also.
Now in a sense this is putting the shoe on the other foot. If you recall from Isaiah and
from elsewhere, the Hebrew people had the idea that God would use them, always use
them, to show everyone else the way. And St. Paul is saying, “Well, that was the plan,
but it didn’t work. Now he is going to use the Gentiles to show his chosen the way.”
Now the relationship between Christians and Jews throughout the history of the world
has not always been very smooth for many reasons, most of them relating to human
pettiness, but some of them relating to actually the very understanding the Jewish people
have of the law. So St. Paul writing to Ephesians says, “The barrier of hostility
established by the law is now dissolved in the blood of Christ.” His view is that it is the
law itself, and the way the Jewish people took their law and understood it, sincerely, that
cut them off from everyone else! And this sense of separation, of course, does not breed
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goodwill among people. So St. Paul was saying, “This barrier of hostility is dissolved in
the blood of Christ,” meaning that by Jesus shedding his blood on the cross he has taken
away the sting of the law; he has taken away the separation that made this particular
people different from everyone else, as God extends his love and mercy universally to all
people.
Now some people sincerely—some Christians sincerely, some Church leaders
sincerely—believe that they need to preach the gospel to the Jewish people. Other
Church leaders sincerely believe they should not preach to the Jewish people, because
they say, according to this, that when the Gentiles have “their full number,” then the Jews
will be included in the kingdom, presumably without their being converted in the normal
way.
So we have to keep this in mind: St. Paul has this very clear idea that we have an
ambivalent relationship. He says, “The Jews are enemies of God for your sake.” In other
words, rather than taking it personally and being their enemies, you should be grateful to
them. They have put themselves in a very difficult situation, but it’s for your good. You
mustn’t hate them for it. You should be rather grateful to them for it, because “in respect
to the election,” that is, their being chosen, “they are beloved by him because of the
patriarchs.” Again, St. Paul was always trying to teach “all things work out well for
those who love God.” And we have to keep that in mind not only for the Jews, but for all
people on the earth. “All things work out for those who love God.” People may be our
enemies, but we mustn’t be theirs.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Risk Change—Encounter Jesus!
Thirty-first Sunday in Ordinary Time/C
November 4, 2001 8:45 a.m. Wis 11:22—12:2; 2 Thes 1:11—2:2; Lk 19:1-10
(Zacchaeus the Tax Collector)
“When they all saw this, they grumbled, saying, ‘He has gone to the house of a
sinner.’”
Throughout the Old Testament, especially the Book of Exodus, there are many
mentions of people grumbling and objecting and grousing and murmuring; in fact,
they’re called the “murmuring traditions,” something so important in the history of the
people that they were preserved. The point always being that the people don’t think God
knows what he is doing, or God is too slow to act. “I’m hungry! Where’s my food?
We’re tired! Where can we rest? Where’s the water,” and so on.
Today Luke shows that that same tradition continues in the ministry and life of Jesus.
And I believe Luke means this as a form of high flattery that the people treat Jesus the
same way they treated the prophets, especially Moses, grumbling about what he is
doing, grumbling about God’s ways. There’s something here I think we need to look
at: neither God nor Jesus is interested really in pleasing people. Jesus was not a
politician. For all the prophets, the wisdom and the ways of God are inscrutable, and
people must seek God’s ways rather than expect God to seek theirs.
The reaction Jesus gets from his open welcome of the tax collector, Zacchaeus, comes
from human pride, a pride that religious culture can develop and defend and protect, a
pride that imagines that we know what God is about, or worse we know what God
should be about! Centuries before Christ the prophet Jeremiah spoke for God, saying to
the people, “‘you say my ways are not fair? Is it my ways that are not fair, or is it your
ways that are not fair?’ saith the Lord.” God’s word addresses the heart, the heart of
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the thief, the heart of the grumbler, the heart of the self-righteous, in fact the heart of each
of us and asks the question: “Is it my ways that are unfair?”
Well, in a sense they are; God’s ways exceed all forms of fairness as we can figure
it. God’s ways open up the riches of eternal life to the undeserving, to the unwashed and
the uncircumcised, indeed, to everyone! And this may be a scandal to certain people’s
beliefs. One thing we can we sure of, no one can experience God’s love and remain
untouched or unmoved or unchanged. The story of Zacchaeus is a story of change,
profound change wrought by nothing other than the love of God freely offered, freely
received. Zacchaeus became a true son of Abraham, a champion of generosity, a patron
of the poor, not by any practice of the law, not by any practice of religion, but in a
personal encounter with Jesus! The gospel asks us to ask ourselves what, if anything,
is holding us back from just such an encounter—today?
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Include the Forgotten Ones
Thirty-first Week in Ordinary Time Monday,
November 5, 2001 8:30 a.m. Rom 11:29-36; Lk 14:12-14 (Fourth Grade Chapel
Mass) (Inviting those who cannot repay)

Well, boys and girls, Good morning.

You know, today’s lesson is not a very easy one for us to learn, but we need to learn it
sooner better than later.

Now what grade are you—fourth grade? In fourth grade already we have friends and
the people we shun. And when Jesus talks about the blind, the lame, the crippled, and
beggars, you don’t have to think literally about people who are really blind and can’t see.
Just think about people who you don’t want to look at. See, in Jesus’ day the blind, since
they couldn’t work, were actually always begging; so beggars and the blind were more or
less in the same group of people. They were always with their hand out. They were
always in need, and people avoided them. So Jesus is really talking about “Invite the
people to your party that you normally avoid.”

Now that’s not very easy is it? That’s not what you do. When you have a birthday
party you tell your mother and your dad, you say, “Now these are the people I want.”
And who are they? Janelle? Who are they? Your friends. Right? Yep, your friends.
That’s who you invite, people you like to be with. And then when they have a birthday,
you expect to be invited to their house. Isn’t that the way it works? Yep, that’s the way
it works! And some kids get left out. Nobody likes them for some reason. It may be an
objective reason—a real reason. Maybe they don’t know how to get along or they’re
always fighting, or maybe it’s no reason at all except they’ve just become the victim.
Sometimes, in fact, almost always, groups pick somebody to exclude so that person can
be laughed at. It’s like, well, we always need some comic relief; so we pick on
somebody; we find something we can laugh at. Somebody’s hair is funny, or the way
they speak is a little bit odd. Or maybe their clothes aren’t the best, or their shoes. They
can’t afford whatever—the best ones! So we pick on them. And that has always gone
on; it’s gone on since the beginning of the world.
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And Jesus says, “If you really want to be a Christian, you can’t act that way. You
can’t pick on people.” That really is wrong. That’s what you should be talking about
when you come to confession. And my concern is that no matter what I say, none of the
children in school ever bring the things I say to confession! You keep saying the same
things! You’re not growing, and I know you are only in fourth grade; so I’m really not
talking to you particularly. You haven’t had much chance to grow. But I mean fourth,
fifth, sixth, seventh, and eighth grade, you know, they keep saying the same thing, the
same thing. But they’re not looking at these other issues, which Jesus is talking about.
Why do you think he talks about them? Because it’s not important? No, it’s important!
And it’s important for you too, how you include other people. It’s all about inclusion;
that’s what this gospel is about.

Now it’s true there are some kids who because of their financial background or their
family situation, they’re not going to be able to have a party—for you. They’re never
going to have one. There will be no party on their birthday. “All the more reason,” Jesus
says, “to invite them to yours!” All the more reason! So the very reasons we exclude
people are the very reasons we should include them, because the ones we exclude need
inclusion more than the ones we include, because the ones we include are already
included!

Now this is not easy for fourth graders to do, but it’s not easy for fifth graders, eighth
graders, high schoolers, adults. It’s not easy for anybody, so don’t use that as an excuse!
“Well, I’m young and I find this difficult.” Okay, Eric, so I don’t accept that excuse.
Jesus doesn’t either. Okay? You get this idea? So we have to be more inclusive in the
way we play, in the way we party—and by “play” I mean on the parking lot—everything
that we do!
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Interrelationship between Minister and Those Ministered to Thirty-first Week in Ordinary
Time Tuesday, November 6, 2001 7:00 a.m. Rom 12:5-16; Lk 14:15-24 (Body of Christ)

Today both readings, the first from the Letter to the Romans, the second from the Gospel of
Luke, are allusions both to the Church as the body of Christ and to the Eucharist, as these two
realities play one on the other.
What St. Paul is talking about is how we live in our unity, how we express unity in our lives of
service. And what is important is that we keep in mind what is the real goal of our service in the
Church? What is the real goal of ministry? It’s not just getting a job done—that is not the goal!
For example, St. Paul is talking about the different gifts. One, for example, exhorts; another
teaches; another gives alms. For what purpose? Take almsgiving. Do we give alms just so that
those who have less now have more? No! That’s too little a goal!
Every form of ministry is meant first of all to enlighten and elevate the minister. This is the
whole point. The Son of God has come not to be served, but to serve. Service itself is a revelation.
Service itself is elevating. Jesus said, “I was hungry and you gave me food. I was hungry and you
gave me food!” This is not simply a matter of transferring food! This is a matter of seeing Jesus
in the hungry. And this enlightens the one who does it.
Not only that, but it gives dignity to the one who receives it! We can easily see that the people
who are poor, naked, hungry, pitiful, do not sense their own dignity, or probably do not sense their
own dignity, more than likely cannot sense their own dignity. But if we see Christ in them, that
dignifies their existence. So it’s much more than just feeding bellies. It’s elevating both the one
who gives and the one who receives, one with enlightenment, the other with dignity.
This is, of course, the way in which we help one another. In a sense the poor help the rich by
giving them a way to spend their wealth, a dignified and worthy way to spend their wealth. And
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those who have by sharing their wealth actually give dignity to the alms themselves. They become
something that really now speaks of God’s ownership of the earth and a means to proclaim this
fundamental truth.
So the body of Christ is a very elaborate, functioning organism, as elaborate as our own bodies
are elaborate. We do take, sadly, our own bodies for granted, unless something goes wrong; but
usually it’s everyday, well, good, everything’s working! We may not even notice it, but there is
nothing to complain about. The same with the Church. We don’t recognize how intricate our
interrelationship is, and how we all help each other no matter what side we are of ministering or
being ministered to. We are always building up each other in the body of Christ.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Giving an Account to God
November 8, 2001 7:00 a.m.

Thirty-first Week in Ordinary Time Thursday,
Rom 14:7-12; Lk 15:1-10 (As our own master)

“None of us lives as his own master and none of us dies as his own master.”

Of course, St. Paul is speaking about those who have lived with God as their own
master in a spiritual sense and recognized this truth. But on the other hand, the world is
really full of people who are trying to live as their own masters. That is the world’s
agenda: live as your own master. And then that leads to the sad and pathetic result that
you have to die as your own master.
Now sometimes people take their time in growing up, and who is to say what should
be? We all have a different path to take in life. But what St. Paul is trying to get his
listeners to understand is this issue of accountability. We really do have to give an
account. That’s how it ends: “Every one of us will have to give an account of himself
before God.” And every part of life that has been lived for oneself is just nothing but a
waste.
Now I have hear it said, in fact, it was said at our staff meeting not too long ago,
“Children are by nature selfish.” That may be partially true. But after all the reason why
we see children as selfish is that their world is so very small. But how can we expect
small people to have a big world? That would be impossible. St. Paul himself reflected
on his own childhood, and he said, “When I was a child I used to think like a child.” We
cannot blame children for being childish, nor should we blame children for being selfish.
But then St. Paul says, “But now that I am grown”—and that’s what we have to think
about. How must we be different now that we’re big? How big must our world become
so that it embraces the true interests of God, because it’s to God we have to give an
account? We have not created ourselves, and therefore we do not have to give ourselves
an account of our lives. We are creatures of God, and it is to God we must render an
account. If we keep this in mind, it will save us from wasting a great deal of
opportunities and a great deal of time.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Eastern and Western Styles of Church
Thirty-first Week in Ordinary Time
Friday, November 9, 2001 8:30 a.m. Ez 43:1-2, 4-7; 1 Cor 3:9-13, 16-17;
Jn 2:13-22
(Dedication of the Lateran Basilica in Rome)

The temple took forty-six years to build, but not the Lateran Basilica. It only took
eleven years from the time of the Edict of Milan in 313 until it was consecrated,
dedicated, on November 9th. So eleven years is not very long for building a big structure,
so they were quick about it. But you know, a structure simply reflects something else.
You know, when you go to downtown Chicago you might look at the different buildings
and say to yourself, “What did this architect have in mind? What was he trying to do?”
Well, you should ask that question. And when you have a church, the same thing, “What
is being done here? What is being reflected?” Now tastes change; religious tastes
change; liturgical tastes change. But in the beginning there were all kinds of differences
anyway.
For one thing, we talk about the Lateran Basilica or the Basilica of St. Peter or the
Basilica of St. Mary Maggiore. What does that word “basilica” mean? Right there’s
something that is very typically Roman and Western and different from what we find in
the East. So from the very beginning of the Church, there were two fundamentally
different attitudes to take toward worship and toward worship space, sacred space. The
Eastern way was to follow what we read about here in the first reading, the temple. The
Eastern mentality, centered originally in Antioch, later spreading throughout the East,
was a temple mentality. Worship area would be an area where there would be sacred
space cut off from the rest of the people.
We saw a good example of this on our pilgrimage. We went to Greece and Turkey in
the footsteps of St. Paul, and when we were there we visited a monastery. And this
monastery was quite beautiful, but what was obvious as you walk into the room was the
altar was hidden. It’s hidden behind a curtain; you couldn’t see it. Now I said, “May I
look behind?” And the guide said, “You may, but no one else may.” So lay people were
not allowed to see into the sanctuary. This is the idea of the hidden temple, the hidden
sanctuary. It really comes from the temple in Jerusalem. There was a curtain erected to
separate the holy of holies from the rest of the temple. And the high priest could only
enter once a year—that’s the idea.
So the Eastern Church and basically all the Eastern Churches used this. The
Armenians, the Greeks, the Byzantine, through them the Russians, Bulgarians, and so on,
all the Eastern people, and of course, the Egyptians, the Lebanese, the Syrians, the Iraqis,
all the Christian people that are there follow this basic view.
Not in Rome—not in Rome at all! That was never the Roman style. The Roman style
was something very different. And to use a proper word, it was “secular” from the
beginning. The Romans used the basilica. Well, what was that? It was a building
actually built originally as a courthouse, meaning a gathering place for secular, civil
purposes. And they took this very style, this public gathering place style, and they made
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that into their church. The first big one, St. John in the Lateran—it’s called “Lateran”
because the family who donated the property were called the “Laterani.” That was their
name.
So this church then began an entirely different approach to religion and a way of life.
So in the West the idea of worship is really a gathering place for everybody, and
everyone is supposed to come together. When they put a table in the Lateran Basilica it
was very simple. Simplicity was the rule. Now they had beautiful art in Roman
churches, gorgeous art, but usually up above the arch. Of course, the Romans loved
arches. And they put the table under the arch, and above the table they had the most
beautiful possible mosaics. That’s a tiny example of their art, but it isn’t actually their
style. So beautiful mosaics of Christ and of Mary and the various saints and so on. But
the whole feeling is openness, not closedness. And behind that is an ability to influence
life in general. So we have to say that part of our heritage as Roman Catholic people, that
is, Catholics who acknowledge the centrality of the Roman Church in the history of the
world, in the history of the Church, is this openness to the world and this desire to
influence secular life with Christian values. The idea is that we take Christ out into the
world and that we don’t separate our Christian faith. I’m not saying that this idea of
separation is totally wrong; sometimes it’s necessary. Sometimes we need to separate in
order to survive, but it isn’t the basic style of worship that is our heritage.
And so as you go through life you can see that eventually the Western Churches
became influenced by Eastern influences such as the altar rail, which is an attempt to cut
off part of the church from the laity. That’s exactly what it did; that was its purpose.
And they got that from the East. It was always modified because you could still see; you
just couldn’t walk. In the East you couldn’t even see. So here’s a difference. But then
one more thing, sometimes we rely a little too much on what we can see. And one thing
the Eastern Church did maintain that we need to also be aware of is their participation is
all through hearing and speaking, singing basically, dialogic singing back and forth. And
that, of course, is another way of praying. We pray by listening. We pray by singing.
And that’s something that is also extremely valuable and important.
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“Finally, brothers and sisters, pray for us, so that the word of the Lord may
speed forward and be glorified, as it did among you, and that we may be delivered
from perverse and wicked people, for not all have faith.”
This reading from St. Paul’s Second Letter to the Thessalonians rings a sympathetic
note to us today as we are also beset by perverse and wicked people and we need
deliverance.
St. Paul was himself one of the principle leaders of the early Church; and yet quite
frankly he had a very difficult life, not in spite of his convictions, not is spite of his faith
in God, but actually because of it! And so Paul knew how to ask for help. He knew how
to pray; he learned how to pray. He learned how to pray and face adversity. And his
life can be a guide for ours, especially when we find ourselves in need of deliverance
from just such perverse and wicked people. Now St. Paul’s weapons were basically
prayer and the gospel itself. This is not because he was a wimp! In fact he had been a
fierce combatant in the days before his conversion to Christ, and was in fact the cause of
the death of many, including St. Stephen. But Paul came to realize that the true enemy
that he faced was not flesh and blood, but something invisible behind the events of
life; and he alludes to this in his Letter to the Ephesians, which I will end with.
Now the idea that there’s a power of evil in the world that is behind the events of life
does not appeal to many people, even believers, especially today because in a certain sort
of way we are all materialists. We think of our lives in the material world caused by
material things and people, and we don’t really go much beyond appearances. But if we
look for a moment to the twentieth century, we might learn something. Never in the
history of the world have more wars been fought in any one century. In fact more
people have died by war in the twentieth century than in any previous century, and some
say more than in all others combined—although that’s an estimation.
Now the result of this is many people sincerely realize the uselessness of war, the
futility of war, the illegitimacy of violence itself, but sadly, not everyone! But we can’t
be free of war, much less live in a world of true peace, unless everyone is convinced of
the illegitimacy of violence and the futility of war. So everyone has to get on board.
How can this happen? This is the problem. And this is the problem similar to what Paul
faced when he wrote to the Thessalonians to pray for him for deliverance from wicked
and perverse people, meaning people who will resort to violence to get what they want.
But while we are in the muddle of the present moment, and while we pray and do other
things to support our country in this war against terror, we have to be ever vigilant that
we don’t become terrorists ourselves, dragged down to the level of our enemies.
This indeed can happen. It is mightily difficult to fight a just war, or another way to
say that is it is mightily difficult to fight a war justly. And war can visit even upon
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victors some pretty awful memories, so we need to pray. We need to pray for
ourselves. We need to pray for our leaders, our armed forces, and yes, we need to pray
for our enemies—as Jesus told us, our persecutors. Those who hate us—they need our
prayers as well!
But we also need to see that our true enemy is not flesh and blood. Our true enemy
does not have a name like “Osama” or “Muhammad” or any such name. The true
enemy is beyond all description, beyond all definition; it’s beyond our imagination, but it
is a power at work in our world that returns onto the stage of human events in many
different guises, and which we can be sure will survive the extinction of the Taliban.
For example, if we look back at the twentieth century, we can see all kinds of fiends
raising their ugly heads. There was, for example, Benito Mussolini, and there was Adolf
Hitler. And they were destroyed basically by the war. Then came Joseph Stalin and Mao
Tse-tung. They lived pretty long lives. We had the ideology of fascism and then Nazism
and then communism, and now they’re all gone—but evil remains! That’s the point.
Fiends come and go; ideologies come and go, but evil doesn’t! It remains. And the
only way we can fight evil is through the redemptive love of God, the love which
Christ poured forth on the cross. And that is the meaning of the victory of the cross.
And we are each in need of this love. So again, we have recourse to prayer and faith.
Now today is coincidentally Veterans’ Day, Armistice Day, the day chosen as the
official end of World War I, although it was not actually the day it ended. It was chosen
because it is the feast of St. Martin of Tours. And St. Martin of Tours has long been the
patron of soldiers. Why? Because Martin himself had been a solider, although he laid
aside his career in the Roman Legions to become baptized, to become first a hermit, then
a builder of monasteries, and then a bishop. Never did Martin give up his struggle
against evil, but like St. Paul he started to see evil differently. He realized it wasn’t,
after all, flesh and blood that he could defeat with the weapons of war. He realized
what he needed was prayer and the power of God. Martin realized that the true battle in
life is to capture the hearts of people, and we do this only with prayer and love. Or rather
another way of saying that is through our prayer, and through the love we try to show
others, we allow God to use us to manifest his redemptive love to the world.
In closing I would like to return to St. Paul’s Letter to the Ephesians, which I already
mentioned. In chapter six he has this paragraph:
“Finally, draw your strength from the Lord and his mighty power. Put on the
armor of God so that you may be able to stand firm against the tactics of the evil
one. Our battle is not against flesh and blood, but against the powers and rulers
of this world of darkness.”
And that insight needs to be part of the way we think and pray and talk.
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God’s Immanence Thirty-second Week in Ordinary Time Monday, November 12,
2001 7:00 a.m. Wis 1:1-7; Lk 17:1-6 (St. Josaphat) (God’s closeness to us)

Today we begin reading from the Book of Wisdom. And the Book of Wisdom is in
the Old Testament of the Catholic Church; it is not in the Old Testament of the Protestant
Churches. It is not in the Hebrew canon, sadly enough.
One of the problems that developed in the Old Testament was an idea of God as a
distant ruler. Even some of the parables of Jesus bring in that idea that God is an
absentee landlord, someone who will come back some day, but isn’t here now.
Now there is truth in the fact that God is utterly and totally transcendent; that means
God is not part of the creation. People of the Book, that is, people of the Bible, do not
believe in any kind of pantheism, meaning God is the creation or the creation is divine.
No, the creation is not divine. The creation is created in time; and God is not part of the
creation, although God enters into the creation through Christ.
However, before God enters the creation through Christ we see this Book of Wisdom,
written before the time of Christ and teaching something that compliments and corrects to
some degree the idea of God as transcendent. And this is the idea of God as intimately
immanent, indwelling all human affairs and all created affairs, that God is closer to
ourselves than we are. The immanence of God—that’s what this is about, how the Holy
Spirit of God permeates all of our thoughts, is never at all far from us. Even when we’re
not aware of ourselves, God is aware of us. We may be thoughtless, but God is ever
thoughtful inside of us, so that we are never far from God.
Now some of the psalms ridicule the thoughts of the wicked: God will not see; God
does not know. But actually that is the experience of all of us, and the psalmist knew
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that. We often think God doesn’t know; God must not see; apparently God cannot hear
our prayers, our petitions, and so on. But this is really our failure to comprehend the
ways of God.
And we have to realize that the Bible is given to us really as God’s message to help us
get through life. Human beings have a tremendous capacity to endure, to suffer pain,
hardship—physical and otherwise. But only if they understand something, only if they
see meaning in something. And the Bible is given to us so we can see meaning and
understand it, understand why we are the way we are, why the world is the way it is. It’s
not because God has neglected something. It’s because we need to grow and to develop
in a particular way. And along that way we need actually to suffer and endure certain
things because without suffering and endurance there’s no true growth, and we need to
grow.
The Book of Wisdom—a book given to us before the time of Christ to prepare the
way for understanding the Holy Spirit and the indwelling of God in our souls.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Thoughts on Immortality Thirty-second Week in Ordinary Time Tuesday,
November 13, 2001 7:00 a.m. Wis 2:23—3:9; Lk 17:7-10 (The souls of the just
are in the hands of God.)

We continue the reading from the Book of Wisdom. And I think sometimes it’s good
for us to have some knowledge of these rare books because they do reflect on the
growing understanding of God, which as Christian people we inherit. In this way we
realize that the Holy Spirit prepared the way for Christ in a very gentle and gradual way
through the growth of sacred literature. So the Church maintains these books as sacred,
inspired books because—basically the real reason is that they fit in so well with our
Christian faith, and because practically speaking we have learned from them, and
practically speaking we use them in our liturgy. And that is the reason, that is the
criterion, that the Catholic Church has used to decide what is really inspired: it’s
practical; it fits our beliefs; it feeds our beliefs; we use it in our prayers.
Now from this point of view we can see that what today’s topic is—immortality. Now
it’s hard for us to realize this, but in the Old Testament, the official Old Testament, which
excludes the Book of Wisdom, there is no teaching about immortality. A friend of mine,
Helen, asked her rabbi about immortality. She said, “Well, I was really interested in this
question, so I asked my rabbi and he said, “Helen, don’t think about that!” So this is one
answer—“Don’t think about that!” Many people may believe in something like this, but
it’s a private belief; it’s not an official teaching.
Now we can put ourselves then in the shoes of the people who lived before Christ.
And what did they think went on when a person died? Well, until the Book of Wisdom
was written the basic idea was this: when you die your soul, your memory, goes into the
pit of the earth, a place called “Sheol.” If you’re good, your soul goes to Sheol. If you’re
evil, your soul goes to Sheol. If you’re famous, your soul goes to Sheol. If you’re
unknown, your soul goes to Sheol. So ultimately it doesn’t really matter much what kind
of life you lead, because when you die you’re gone.
Now they entertained the hope that perhaps—it’s not a promise but a perhaps—
perhaps, maybe, God might choose to raise up a soul and restore life in what they
understood to be the “resurrection of the dead”; and they took that to be quite physical.
So then they thought of an actual skeleton rising from a grave and then being once again
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restored to flesh and bones and blood and so on, living then on this earth in a very
physical, earthly way without, however, having to die again, without having to suffer
pain or sickness, all of which they understood to be the result of sin. And this is the early
idea of redemption, which incidentally is the present idea of the Jehovah’s Witnesses.
That’s how they look at the possibility of salvation. It is that one hundred forty-four
thousand chosen souls will rise from the dead, receive their bodies, and live on earth; and
they will never die. They apparently are not aware of the fact that the earth itself will not
last forever, but it won’t. The sun itself has only four more billion years of life in it, so
after that no more earth!
Nonetheless, we see in this idea of eternal life and immortality that it appeals then to
the hopefulness of a soul that, well, everything isn’t for now. Now this is very important
because too many of us are still living out of the Old Testament. Too many of us think
that our goodness or our justice or our desire to serve God should be rewarded now, so
when bad things happen we say, “Why did this happen?” What’s behind that question?
It’s the belief that we should be rewarded now for our devotion, for our faith, for our
service of God. But that’s wrong, and that’s what this book is dealing with. “The souls
of the just are in the hands of God,” and that has to be our faith! So even though we may
say, “Well, that’s a terrible shame that this young man died of leukemia,” well, that’s our
point of view! It’s really a shame for his poor family; if he is married and has children,
then it is a shame for them. But for him it’s not a shame. That’s what this is saying.
“The souls of the just are in the hands of God.” It’s no shame when they die even if they
are very young! We’re the ones who are pained by the loss. They’re not pained. We
have to stop looking at everything always through our own small viewpoint. If you look
through the inspiration of the word of God, “The souls of the just are in the hands of
God.” When they die they are the fortunate ones. Furthermore, the reason why we serve
God on earth is to serve God. That must be it’s own reward—and God must be the one to
give it. And God is not bound by any time schedule. God doesn’t have to show us his
blessings today. He does not have to show us his blessings tomorrow. God has eternity
to show us his blessings. And if we can’t wait, then how much faith do we really have?
Those are the questions raised by the Book of Wisdom.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Compatibility between Faith and Reason Thirty-second Week in Ordinary Time
Thursday, November 15, 2001 7:00 a.m. Wis 7:22—8:1; Lk 17:20-25 (Nature
and Wisdom)

“For Wisdom is mobile beyond all motion, and she penetrates and pervades all things
by reason of her purity.”
This is from the Book of Wisdom. And today is the memorial of St. Albert the Great,
who was St. Thomas Aquinas’ mentor, teacher, and patron. Both St. Thomas Aquinas
and St. Albert the Great reflected this wisdom that’s being referred to. “Mobile beyond
all motion”—what could that mean? It’s the mobility of something that’s already there,
and so it doesn’t have to move. Again, as I mentioned earlier this week, it is the Spirit of
God who permeates all things. And some believe it is the Holy Spirit’s way of getting
people ready for such ideas as the Word of God and the Holy Spirit of God, which we
find in the teachings of the New Testament.
But here it says, “She pervades and penetrates all things by reason of her purity.”
This, of course, in itself is something very unlike anything that the Hebrew Scriptures
ever said, because the Hebrew Scriptures are always talking about keeping everything
separate; that purity is a matter of being untainted and unmixed with everything else; that
purity is a matter of being different from, separated from, untouched by, the world. But
this is different. This is a spirit that enters into everything by reason of her purity. This
is what St. Thomas tried to deal with, this realizing that the spirit of wisdom enters into
everything. So it’s not a sense of separation. It’s not a sense of being cut off from. It’s
not a sense of being preserved from. It’s a sense of being totally united with and one
with all, the all-embracing Spirit of God, the all-embracing spirit of wisdom, the all-
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embracing spirit of love. And this is very different from the aforementioned sense of
separation.
Now as Christian believers do we really recognize how everything really belongs to
us, and, from the standpoint of St. Albert, all knowledge belongs to us? We should really
be helping science understand how everything fits together! In the past century, and
perhaps for the past two centuries or more, we have done a rather poor job of preaching
this to men and women of science. We have regarded them almost as enemies or
opponents. But if this is true, they are not opponents or enemies. They’re collaborators,
but their collaboration requires that we contribute something. We can’t be collaborators
if only they contribute. We have to contribute. We have to show how all things work
together, how there is a transcendent purpose to everything. That’s what St. Albert tried
to do; that’s what he dedicated his life for: connecting faith and reason, connecting the
data, the deposit of faith, with all learning and experience. This is what St. Thomas did
as well.
But few of us have been doing it in the last several hundred years. And gradually this
is creating a tremendous gap between faith and knowledge, between religious belief and
scientific belief. This gap is bad. It’s bad for the human race. It’s bad for the faith. It’s
bad for everything. So on this feast of St. Albert let us be reaffirmed in our need to see
the spirit of wisdom in everything, find the good wherever it is and affirm it, and
recognize that the beauty and the truth of God pervades everything.
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Perilous Life versus Our True Home Thirty-second Week in Ordinary Time
Friday, November 16, 2001 7:00 a.m. Wis 13:1-9; Lk 17:26-37 (St. Margaret of
Scotland, St. Gertrude the Great) (Day of the Son of Man)

Today we celebrate the memorial of Margaret of Scotland. And I was at Margaret’s
tomb once several years ago. And it’s a nice little memorial, but nearby there is this very
grand looking sarcophagus covered full of gold and everything. I said, “Well, who is
that?” And the guide said, “Oh, that’s Margaret’s husband, St. So and So.” And I said,
“St. So and So! I never heard of him! And this guide said, “Oh, yes, that’s Margaret’s
husband.” Well, the name that the guide gave was not Malcolm, which is really
Margaret’s husband. So probably that was someone else, not Margaret’s husband—and
not a canonized saint in the Catholic Church. Nonetheless, what’s important about
Margaret is not that she is famous in Scotland or that anyone even knows about her, but
that she used her influence, her station in life, for the good of others. She was a devoted
wife and mother, but she did not allow that to totally preoccupy her life. She went out of
her way to be a helper of the poor, and if I’m not mistaken to the chagrin of her husband,
if I remember the story well.
Today in the gospel Jesus is talking about what really do you own? Where really is
home? See, we live with this illusion that we know the answers to those questions, but
we don’t. And he is speaking of the fact that we are really living in perilous times.
They’re not perilous because of September 11th. They’re not perilous because of
terrorism. They’re perilous because earthly life is always perilous, and we only forget
this at our own, you might say, at our great disadvantage. When we start thinking that
everything is fine—no, it isn’t! It’s not fine now. It wasn’t fine four months ago. It
won’t be fine four years from now. Life on earth is perilous.

Perilous Life versus Our True Home

“When the Son of Man comes,” Jesus says, “the man on the rooftop should not go
down to get his possessions.” Why? Well, what are possessions? Do you own them and
use them, or do they own you and use you? In a sense we could say the Son of Man may
come at a different time for each of us. And when the Son of Man comes are we going to
be ready, or are we going to be attached to something else, running off instead of running
toward?
“The Man in the field should not return home,” because where is home? When the
Son of Man comes that’s going to be home—running toward the gift that God gives us,
which is an eternal home. And there is no other place that is worthy of the name “home.”
So when we live in our homes we have to live knowing that they are not our true homes.
They’re just temporary dwellings.
And when we have our possessions and use them for whatever, we have to use them
with the knowledge that we only have them temporarily. They’re on loan. Everything
we have is on loan until the day of the Son of Man. And then the only thing we will own
is the riches that we have gained in the sight of God, riches gained by Margaret, for
example, in her life of giving and in her life of service. That’s the only possessions
anyone will ever possess.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Persistence in Prayer Thirty-second Week in Ordinary Time Saturday, November
17, 2001 8:00 a.m. Wis 18:14-16; 19:6-9; Lk 18:1-8 (St. Elizabeth of Hungary)
(Parable of the Corrupt Judge)

The gospel reading has two very important points about prayer, and you could add
also about faith, about prayer and faith. The first is persistence is absolutely necessary—
persistence and perseverance. Life is a process, and it’s not over until it’s over. Now I
have met many foolish people who look at me and say, “Oh, well, I tried that. I prayed,
but nothing happened. Oh, I went to church, but it didn’t help. Oh, I tried that.” And
that’s just plain nonsense! You can’t just try prayer! Prayer has to be a way of life. You
don’t just try faith. God doesn’t just respond to us with instant gratification, but we have
to persist—and that’s the point, the first point.
The second point is also very important. Jesus says, “Will God long delay?” The
point is God does not delay, but the people we pray for can delay, because when we pray
we’re praying basically for ourselves, for our loved ones, for our world, but all people
have free will; and God’s love never forces people to accept it. God never forces people
to accept his love. So you pray, for example, that your husband stops drinking. It’s not
God who is delaying; it’s your husband if he keeps drinking. God’s grace is always
available. Or you pray for someone in need. Yes, that’s good, but there are many things
that perhaps that person needs to do; and that person may not be willing to do it right
now. So when our prayers are not answered, first of all they may be answered in ways
we don’t see, but secondly, the obstruction could be coming from elsewhere other than
God. So we cannot be simplistic when we pray. We are not puppets on a string that God
just simply pulls, but we are all free beings; and we have to freely respond to the grace
that God offers.

Persistence in Prayer

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Perseverance
Thirty-third Sunday in Ordinary Time/C November 18, 2001
7:00 a.m. Mal 3:19-20; 2 Thes 3:7-12; Lk 21:5-19 (The Coming Persecution)

“When you hear of wars and insurrections, do not be terrified; for such things
must happen first, but it will not immediately be the end.”
This teaching reflects a constant theme in the New Testament: “Fear is useless!” And
yet fear is one of the more common human emotions. In the Letter to the Hebrews the
author says, “The devil kept the world in bondage by the fear of death.” All fear, which
is emotional in nature, is rooted in this fear, the fear of death. And the fear of death is
related to our awareness of ourselves merely as physical beings. And what that letter
means is that if we are going to think of ourselves as physical beings, then fear of
death is going to enslave us.
Now what is spoken about here is not the instinct of fear. The instinct of fear is
necessary for our survival, otherwise we might get too close to the edge of the cliff,
otherwise we may burn our hands on the stove, otherwise we may drive with utter
carelessness endangering our lives and those of others—that’s the instinct. But the
emotion of fear is different. The emotion of fear paralyzes. The emotion of fear
obstructs life, brings it to a halt. Now human beings harbor many unhealthy emotions,
but fear is among the worst!
Jesus says, “What is needed is trust.” And trust doesn’t simply mean trusting God in
some abstract way. It means recognizing that life, which is God’s gift and God’s work, is
good. And more, life is not limited to the physical body—life is not limited to the
physical body—and therefore we can live in the physical body without fear,
recognizing that the boundaries of the body are not the boundaries of life. This is
the essence of being a spiritual man or woman, and it’s founded on trust. It’s founded on
faith. Being a spiritual man or women begins with faith. Without it you cannot be
spiritual; you’re just going to be bound into your physical presence.
Now when we look at faith as a virtue, it involves courage. As the spirit leads the
body in life, that is already courage in action. That’s what courage is about. This is not
the same thing as counterphobia, where people act, as it were, fearlessly, perhaps stupidly
or foolishly, doing crazy stunts. That’s “counterphobia.” That itself is a form of mental
derangement. Courage means seeing life as it really is, something that is rooted only
temporarily in the physical order, something that really comes from God and returns to
God.




The courage that comes from faith is rooted in four things, four beliefs.
Number one, that we’re not merely bodies—I already said that.
Secondly, that the world as we know it including our bodies is passing away.
Now this is a fact we all recognize, but then deny. We admit it, and then forget about
it. But we need to live with it, with a conscience that the world as we know it is
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passing away. It’s part of the nature of reality. If we are to be wise men and women,
even wise children, we have to learn how to live with this because it’s the truth.
 Three, that God’s purposes in this creation are just beginning. Now it took
billions of years for the universe to get where it is now, and life on this planet only
started moments ago. So God is just beginning. God’s purposes are just unfolding as
I speak, as we listen.
 And four, no one and no thing can thwart God’s purposes or God’s life.
These are affirmations of faith necessary if we are to follow Christ.
However, each of us is included in God’s plan and purpose only when we want to be,
only when we choose to be. God will not force us—ever—to be part of his grand
plan! God will never force us to receive his gifts, especially the gift of eternal life. A
song from my boyhood said, “Freedom isn’t free.” And being included in God’s plan,
that is, freely deciding that we want to be part of what God has planned does cost us.
And the cost that is focused on in today’s Scripture is the cost of perseverance. The
matters of God are not decided in a moment, and they are not given to us in any sort of
instantaneous gratification. Many people in the world today think that they have tried
God’s ways. They think they’ve tried believing; they’ve tried praying, they’ve tried
going to church, and as they say, “Nothing helped them!” But they haven’t tried
perseverance because perseverance is something you can’t stop. When you stop
persevering, you haven’t tried it!
The idea that life is supposed to be hunky-dory for God’s friends is nothing other than
paganism! And there are many people, even Christians, even Catholics, who have pagan
thoughts: life is supposed to be great if you do everything you’re supposed to do! If you
pray, if you receive the sacraments, if you go to church, everything is supposed to work
out. Wrong! That is not what Scripture teaches us. The word of God makes it very
clear that for God’s friends there will be great suffering. In fact, there will be great
suffering one way or the other. That we cannot get away from. Why? The world is so
constructed that it’s fragile. There will be, as Jesus says, great earthquakes. Why?
Well, plate tectonics is the real reason. It’s the way the world is constructed, and without
it there wouldn’t be the world we have. There will be plagues. Why? It’s the nature of
life: viruses and bacteria. Without them we wouldn’t have life. There will be wars and
insurrections. Why? Free will, the proneness of human beings to resort to violence to get
their own way. This is the given of life.
Now what do we do with it? We can either do great good or great evil with our
freedom. That is our choice. As to the fulfillment of God’s purposes, that’s in God’s
hands, so to speak, in God’s time. And the only way we will ever really share in it is
through perseverance, persevering through the trials of earthly life, persevering
through the trials of human history. That’s what all true believers must do. And the
longer [gospel] reading ends with the text: “By your perseverance you will secure your
lives.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Need to Ask, and Persist! Thirty-third Week in Ordinary Time
Monday,
November 19, 2001 8:30 a.m. Third Grade, Room 6, Chapel Mass 1 Mc 1:10-15,
41-43, 54-57, 62-63; Lk 18:35-43 (Healing of the Blind Beggar)

So, boys and girls, how are you this morning? You look very tired. Did you sleep at
all over the weekend? It looks like you were up the entire two days! But it’s a sleepy
morning, right?
Okay, today we have a lesson in the Old Testament which I think we ought to pay
attention to for a moment because you might think that if you’re a good person, then
everyone will look at you and say, “My, what a shining example.” But you know what?
Bad people don’t like good example—bad people don’t like good example! So when you
are good and you are a good example and you do what is admirable and virtuous, that
means bad people will dislike you. In the case of this particular ruler, he really did not
want people to follow God. People want to be god, and in fact, that actually was his
idea. He wanted to be worshiped himself, which was very common in the ancient world.
A ruler was considered more or less god. The ruler provided for people so more or less
that ruler was god, and expected the honor given to God. But of course, we have to look
beyond who gives us things. We have to look beyond who provides us with things and
see something else—the Creator, and follow God’s will in life. And this is a lesson about
that.
Now in the second reading from the gospel we have a story about prayer. This man
was blind, and he heard that Jesus was going by; and he started calling out, “Jesus, Son of
David.” What does that mean—Son of David? Why did they call him “Son of David”?
Was David his father? Or was it Joseph? No, I thought God was his Father? What did
they call him “Son of David” for? Were they confused? “Son of David” is a title, and it
recognizes that Jesus was in the line of King David, the great King David. And when the
Jewish people thought about who was going to bring them help, who was going to bring
them salvation, who was going to bring them what they needed, they always said it would
be a Son of David. So he is expressing his faith that Jesus has this power to bring
healing. He says, “Jesus, Son of David, have pity on me!”
And what does Jesus say? Did you hear the story? He kept calling out and what did
the apostles do? Your name is?—Jimmy. What did Jesus say? First of all, what did the
apostles say? He kept calling out. What did the apostles say? Jack? Is that Jack? What
did they say? They said—I hate to say this—they said, “Shut up!” That’s what they said.
“Shut up! You’re making too much noise. Don’t bother Jesus. He is busy.” That’s what
they said. And what did Jesus say? He said, “Bring him here—bring him here!”
Now there is a lesson in this for us too. See, if we want help, we really have to ask for
it. And that goes for God, number one; and it also goes for other things. If you need help
in school, you have to ask for it. You just can’t expect, sit and wait, and think that
whatever you need is supposed to just fall in your lap. That is not the way it works.

Need to Ask, and Persist!

Now this man was desperate enough—he was blind—he was desperate enough to call
out, to cry out, “Help me!” And Jesus heard him and said, “Okay, bring him over here.”
Now the apostles, which means Jesus’ helpers, they weren’t particularly interested.
There’s a lesson in that too!
Not everyone who claims to be Catholic or Christian or following Christ is always
really keyed into what Christ is about. You get this?
But persistence paid off. He didn’t stop crying out. See, he didn’t stop crying out.
Persistence paid off. What’s persistence, to persist in something? That’s a big word,
huh? Yes, what does it mean to persist? What’s another word for “persist”? Help me
out. Sister, what’s another word for persist? “To stick to!” To stick to something. He
stuck with it. He started calling out; he stuck with it! He didn’t let people tell him, “Oh,
shut up! Don’t bother him.” Actually the apostles were saying that all the time: “Oh,
don’t bother the Master. He is busy.” He didn’t let that stop him. He said, “No, help
me! Help me!”
And then Jesus took him around and then what did Jesus say to him? No, first what
does he say to him? He asks him a question. “What do you want?” Now you might
think, well, God knows what I want. But that’s not the way it works. Jesus say, “What
do you want?” Now obviously he was blind—obviously he was blind! But Jesus still
asked him. So you may think it may be obvious what we need, but the rule here is you
still need to ask for what you need. You need to ask God for what you need, so you pray
specifically. You need to ask your parents for what you need. You need to ask your
teacher for what you need. If you need help in math, you have to say it. You might say,
“Well, my grades are so lousy, my teacher knows I need help in math.” But if you’re not
willing to get the help, then what good is it for your teacher to offer? You see? So the
willingness to get what you need is part of getting it. And that involves sticking to,
asking, and being specific. “I want to see.”
And Jesus says, “Okay, receive your sight. Your faith has healed you.” And what’s
faith now? Faith goes back to sticking to it in this case. Faith could mean lots of things.
Here it means your faith has healed you: you stuck to what you asked for; you persisted;
you didn’t stop; you didn’t let someone quiet you down; you kept praying; therefore you
get it!
Now a lot of times people don’t do that. What they do is they say, “Well, I prayed for
something and I didn’t get it.” Or they say, “I tried going to church, but it didn’t help me.
I tried believing, but I’m just the same as ever.” So sad! Why? Because they don’t stick
to it! So don’t forget this, your faith will heal you!
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Importance of Good Example
Thirty-third Week in Ordinary Time Tuesday,
November 20, 2001 8:30 a. m. All School Mass 2 Mc 6:18-31; Lk 19:1-10
(Eleazar’s martyrdom)

We have heard from the Second Book of Maccabees, and we don’t usually hear from
that book—only every two years—and you’re usually not here on the day we read from
it; so it’s an unusual story, very well read by Steven this morning. But it’s one you
probably didn’t capture on first hearing. Perhaps you can tell me what you did capture.
Keith, what did you hear from the first reading? People were being forced to eat pork,
and why were they being forced to eat pork? It was against the laws of their religion.
That’s correct. Which religion was it? What was Jesus? Jewish, it was the Jewish
religion; and for the Jewish people it was forbidden to eat pork. And so the king, this
rather evil king named Antiochus, he insisted that they all eat pork just because it was
wrong.
Now that’s a very interesting thing to think about. Some people do what’s wrong just
because it’s wrong. They don’t do what’s wrong in spite of the fact that it’s wrong or
because it has some value in itself; they just do it because it is wrong. In this case,
Antiochus wanted to break the will of the people to follow God. Now this is actually an
important part of the Jewish story, the story of Jesus’ own life and religion, because in the
past whenever a people were conquered, the worship of their gods went down the drain,
which means that the gods of these other nations were simply, you might say, part of the
imagination of the people. But with God, the Lord, the Creator, who chose this people,
this Hebrew people, this Israelite people, this Jewish people, when they got in trouble,
when they were defeated, when they were exiled, God remained the way he always was.
His cult didn’t go down the drain. Worship of him didn’t go down the drain, because he
was not simply part of their imagination. He wasn’t just something they dreamt up. He
is the true source of everything.
And so the worship of the true God cannot be affected by the bad luck, the
misfortunes, or the horrors, that his own special people endure. And of course, that is
emphasized in the strongest possible way, where? Where do we see that lesson that the
worship of God cannot be destroyed? What is the symbol of that in the highest sense?
The greatest symbol of that—where do you see it? It’s right here in front of your eyes.
Graham, where do you see a symbol that horror and destruction and death cannot stop the
worship of the true God? Bill? I said that it is right in front of your eyes. Joe, where is
it? Where is it? Show it to me. Point to it. Kyle? The crucifix! I admit, it’s a little
small. But the crucifix is a symbol of, what? That Jesus did not allow horror, torture, or
death to stop him from worshiping God, because he died not in desperation; he died not
in despair, loss of hope. But he died in peace; he died maintaining his faith in the Father;
he died in a spirit of love. He said, “Father, forgive them. They know not what they do.”
So that means that the God Jesus worshiped, who is his own Father, is a God who cannot
be defeated, a God who cannot be destroyed, a God who is really real. And that’s not
true of any other god in the history of the world. Every other one, whenever that people
was destroyed, down the drain goes the god.

Importance of Good Example

So you see, what we are talking about now is the worship of the true God; and
furthermore, what is the secondary teaching in this story? What else do you—Joe, what
else did you hear about—besides the fact that Eleazar was being forced to eat pork to
violate the law of God for the Jews? Not for us—right?—but for the Jews. So besides
that, what else did you hear? I mean it’s a long reading; it wasn’t just about that. Dan,
what else did you hear? Steve, what else did you hear as you read it? Set an example! It
was about the power of example! So the story is that these people who had become allies
of the king said, “Eleazar, we’re old friends of yours, and we don’t really want you to die,
so I’ll tell you what: we’ll get you some beef, but we’ll pretend it’s pork.” Now you
might say, “Well, that’s a silly law that you can’t eat pork”—but it was their law. So
they said, “We’ll get something that is kosher, and you can eat it; but everyone else will
think it’s pork, and so you can live.” And Eleazar said—Sean, what did he say? Good
idea? No. What did he say, Sarah? He said, “That would be a betrayal of my entire life!
I have spent my life doing what is right in the sight of God, and young men are looking at
me as an example; and if I did what appeared to be wrong, even though it wasn’t wrong,
that would be just like wasting my entire life!”
Now what you may not realize is that no matter how young you are, there’s somebody
around you who is younger. And the young always look to the older for example. That’s
how human beings learn. We don’t learn by instinct. Ever watch bees? What’s your
name? Liam. Liam, do you ever watch bees? Yeah, they buzz around, and they go into
the clover. What do they do on the clover? Yes, they get some pollen, and then what do
they do with it? They take it to their hive. That’s right. And what do they do there?
They make something with it. They make honey. That’s right. Who taught them how to
do that? Did their mothers teach them? What do you think? Their dads? Who taught
the bees how to do this? (God.) Well, that’s a good answer. Their mothers did not teach
them. They just knew that. That’s called “instinct.” Rory, have you ever heard of
instinct? Animals have instinct. No one teaches them anything. You can teach a dog
tricks, but that isn’t instinct. But basically animals do what they do because they just do;
they’re kind of born to do it. That’s instinct. Human beings are not—you don’t have any
instincts! You have to learn everything. You have to learn how to do everything—don’t
you? Didn’t you have to learn how to tie your shoes? Do you have to learn how to brush
your teeth? Do you have to learn how to comb your hair? How did you learn it? Your
mom told you. Your dad told you, and they showed you. See? And that’s how we learn
things; we go to someone older than we are and we watch them. We imitate them. And
that’s how we learn everything.
And the sad truth is that a lot of times we teach people bad things by our bad example,
and we don’t even know we’re teaching! So think about that. No matter how young you
are, there’s somebody younger watching you. There’s somebody watching you and
learning from you. And what are they learning? Are you going to be proud when you go
to God and say, “Well, look at what I taught by my example?” And God will say, “Yeah,
look at what you taught!” And you’ll say, “Gee, I didn’t know I was teaching that.”
Yeah, because you are not alert to what you’re doing! But you’re teaching by what you
do, what you say, how you act; it’s a lesson for somebody younger than you. And don’t
kid yourself. All the younger people are watching all the older people—always. And
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that’s what this is about. Eleazar said, “I don’t even care if I die because dying is not
worse than wasting my whole life by being a bad example.
And here is a very interesting point about pretending. If you pretend to do something
bad, even though you’re not, it’s still bad. You get it? If you pretend to do something
good when you’re not, that’s also bad! You understand? So if you pretend to do or to be
good when you’re not, that’s bad—that’s lying. If you pretend to be bad when you’re
good, that’s also lying! You get the point? Jesus talked about this quite often. He said—
and this is pretty dire—but he said, “It’s better if you have a millstone,” which means this
huge, big, piece of stone used to grind grain, “It’s better if you have a millstone tied
around your neck and you’re thrown into the sea—that’s better than if you should ever
scandalize somebody younger than yourself.” Scandalize means to cause to fall, to cause
to trip-up. So think about that! And think about how you can be a good example, like
Eleazar.

Importance of Good Example
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Life Is More than We See
Funeral Jeanne Pecora Tuesday, November 20, 2001
Lam 3:17-26; Rom 8:14-23; Lk 12:35-40 (We groan inwardly for redemption)

“Not only that, but we ourselves, although we have the Spirit as first fruits, groan
inwardly while we await the redemption of our bodies.”

This reading is from St. Paul. We can read Scripture, and have it read to us on many
occasions, in many circumstances, and it doesn’t really come home. That is why in many
ways especially the writings of St. Paul might seem abstract or complicated, until we read
them or have them read to us in a moment of distress or a moment of loss. But St. Paul is
a believer and a theologian who really experienced deeply the groaning, which is a desire
for fulfillment, which is a recognition that life as we know it is not complete. And this is
the point of his reflection.

It is also the point of the reflection of the reading from Lamentations. It is also the
point of the reading from the gospel, that we are waiting for something, that life as we see
it and life as we live it is not the totality of life, and surely does not reflect the purpose of
God, but is only a beginning and one that is in danger of being completely set off-course.
That’s why Paul refers to the whole issue of the futility of creation. He said it was “made
subject to futility,” because we can get off-course in our own lives by pursuing our own
agenda and not following the purpose for which God has created us. That is very easy to
do because we see it done around us all the time. It is the way of the world, the
promotion of self, the ladder to success, the growth in power and achievement, none of
which is bad in itself; but it cannot be the true goal of life.

And when it becomes the goal of life, then death becomes the negation of everything.
That is why St. Paul and Jesus himself taught that we have to recognize that it is not the
goal of life, and death is not the cessation of everything. It is simply the transference to a
new level of living. So we for our part, as we mourn the passing of our loved ones have
to keep in mind that we ourselves must not go to sleep, but live as someone waiting for
the “return of the master,” in the words of the third reading.

Life Is More than We See

Now to live with this expectation means first of all to live with the questions of life. It
is not wrong to question; in fact, only when we are questioning can the word of God
address our searching hearts. If we have no questions, then the word of God will have
nothing to say to us. And so we stay on the alert, and we question the meaning of life.
And as we are on this journey together we help each other, which is the point of the
Church. Jesus gathered his disciples together so that we can help one another on this
journey to life.

And that is the meaning of Baptism, which of course is the purpose of sprinkling the
casket as it enters into the Church, to remind us of our Baptism, that Jeanne was baptized
into Christ, meaning enveloped into unity in the body of Christ. And it’s in that unity
that all hope resides, hope for meaning and purpose in life, and salvation, and ultimately
true peace, the peace that does not come from the world, but only from God. And soon
we will share from the table in the body and the blood of Christ. This is not the body and
the blood of someone who is dead; it is the body, the blood, the soul, and the divinity of
the living Christ, who has been raised from death. Into his new life we are incorporated
by Baptism so that we can live a new life, so that we can live in God’s purpose, so that
the purpose of our lives will not be hijacked by our own ignorance, by our own agenda,
by self-will, by self-love; but we will learn, especially through the sufferings of life, how
to serve and how to love as God serves and loves us.

So we come now to commemorate the life of Jeanne. We ask the Lord to receive her
as he has promised, and we believe he will. But we need also to keep in mind our
responsibility to honor whatever good she did for us by passing that on to others. In this
way the goodness of God in us can grow slowly but really, slowly but truly. Much as
dough will rise under the influence of yeast, so will the goodness of God rise within us as
we become more truly and really the Church of Christ.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Realizing God Has Touched Us Thanksgiving Day Thursday, November 22, 2001
9:30 a.m. Sir 50:22-24; 1 Cor 1:3-9; Lk 17:11-19 (Ten Lepers)

“Stand up and go your way. Your faith has been your salvation.”
Jesus talks often about faith and never to my mind about religion. Religion is
important. It’s an ever recurring theme in human history, and it has to do with the fact
that people do experience the divine. People do experience God. But because people
experience God doesn’t mean they come to faith. And this is something we may ponder.
This Samaritan was from a religious point of view on the outside. Jesus sent him to the
priests like the others, but of course he really couldn’t go. He was a Samaritan, not a
Jew. But he realized that he had experienced God.
Now I have talked to many children, and I make a point about asking them about the
possibility that they have ever experienced God. And I find that most of them have.
Most of them can tell me a story which is very believable. The problem is they have a
little bit of trouble putting it into words, and the reason is basically we don’t talk much
about our experiences of God. If we don’t talk about our experiences of God, how is a
child ever to learn how to talk about this? In time I think many children and many adults
get the idea, oh, we’re not supposed to talk about that. I’ll keep it in my own little private
place and not bring it up anymore. Whether this is good or bad, I do not say!
But I can say that for Jesus it was much more important that this Samaritan came to
realize what had happened and do something about it. How often have we allowed our
experiences to happen and then we do nothing about them? Do we realize that in our
daily lives God has often touched us? God has often spoken to us either in direct
thoughts or through something someone else says to us. And the question is do we
simply have these experiences, or do we realize we’re having them and do something
about it?
What we can do about it is to thank God, of course, to allow it to touch us and to
influence the way we look at life. That’s actually a natural and normal way of
responding to being touched by God. If you have been healed of leprosy, the natural
thing is to be full of gratitude. And I would be willing to bet that every single one of us
has in some way been cured of leprosy. Not literally, but metaphorically.
The term “leprosy” anyway is a generic word referring to all kinds of skin diseases
that are contagious. And the Jewish culture, as it was focusing all the time on sanctity
and purity and hygiene, excluded people with contagious diseases from normal
commerce, normal communication with others. So when Jesus healed this leper he was
not only healing him of a physical ailment, he was also recommunicating him,
reconnecting him, to the community.
And we’ve all experienced this, or we should have! We should have experienced
events in our lives that broke down our ability to communicate with others, to be in
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contact with others, to spoil our relationship with others. And we’ve also, if we’ve been
open, been touched by a word or a glance or a grace of God that has brought us healing.
And the question is have we realized it, and do we give thanks? When we realize and
give thanks that is our salvation because it allows us to see the goodness of life. It allows
us to see that not only is God good, but God’s creation is good and we are good and life
is good! Yes, there are defects. Yes, there’s freedom. And people use their freedom in a
bad way very often. And, yes, the world is full of violence. And, yes, the world is full of
disease. And yet in spite of all these various shades of darkness, there is light!
And the more we realize the light, the more saved we are, the more our lives can be
full of grace and gratitude. And beyond that, in this particular text, Jesus identifies this
gratitude with faith itself—well, the gratitude and the realization. That’s what he says,
“What has saved you is your faith.” What is your faith? Realizing that God is with you!
It is not something that is looking to the past, to the events of the past, to the events of the
saints of the past. All of that is true. All of that is wonderful. But that isn’t what faith is.
Faith is recognizing the presence of God—now—touching us now—and furthermore
pointing us toward something, pointing us toward a glorious future. And nothing holds
us back from this future except ourselves, our unwillingness or inability to realize what
God is doing, our unwillingness to give thanks!
And we give thanks by sharing what God has done for us, what God had bestowed
upon us, who God is for us. And this of course is the fundamental motivation of
Christian life. “What you have received as a gift, give as a gift.” “Go forth and make
disciples of all nations.” So Jesus calls us together today the way he called the lepers
once long ago. And he will also send us forth. And the question is as we go forth, will
we realize how we have been touched; and will we allow that to change the way we
think? Will we allow that to change the way we feel about even our hardships, our trials,
our tribulations, our difficulties? And will we, realizing that God has touched us, return
to give thanks and give what we have received as gift to others as a gift? If so, then Jesus
can say to each one of us, “Go; your faith has been your salvation.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Political versus Religious Meaning of the Temple Thirty-third Week in Ordinary
Time Friday, November 23, 2001 8:30 a.m. 1 Mc 4:36-37, 52-59; Lk 19:45-48
(St. Clement I, St. Columban, Blessed Miguel Agustin Pro) (Rededication and “Den of
Thieves”)

Today the theme of both readings is the temple in Jerusalem. In the first reading, this
is the dedication of the temple after the time of Antiochus Epiphanes, who erected in the
temple in Jerusalem a pagan altar. And that, of course, profaned it; so it had to be
rededicated. And this is what is celebrated every year at Hanukkah. That’s what
Hanukkah is; it’s a celebration of the rededication of the temple.

Today Christ is in the temple throwing out—well, it doesn’t actually say whom he is
throwing out, but he is being very upset because he says, “It is a den of thieves.” Now
there are various times in the Scriptures where Jesus is described as throwing someone
out of the temple. Once it’s with whips; once it’s with words. But the temple is a very
important symbol. The temple is a symbol of authentic worship of Yahweh.

Now in the ancient world temples and palaces were always built together; and the idea
was whoever the king was, that king had a god who gave him power. Now in the various
wars that always ensued, if that king lost the battle—or lost the war, let’s put it that
way—then the god fell away. No king, no god. They went together. Temples, palaces.

Now this is different for Israel. Israel understood itself to be a completely unique
people. They understood that their king was God. That’s how it all started. That’s why
in the Book of Samuel where the people come to Samuel and say, “O Samuel, we want
you to anoint Saul as our king,” Samuel says, “No, you can’t do that! That violates the
Covenant.” And then Samuel went to God in prayer, and God spoke to him and said,
“Samuel, go ahead and anoint them the king they want, but let me tell you all the trouble
it’s going to bring.” See, God always respects human freedom. You want to do it? Go
ahead do it. But God says—in this very poignant statement—he says to Samuel, “It is
not you they reject; it’s me.” So there is this intimate relation between the kingdom of
God and the people of Israel, where God, the spiritual God, the Creator of the heavens, is
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also the Creator of the earth and also the king and the landlord. That’s where tithing
comes from. He is the landlord; you have to pay him rent. It’s his property; you live on
it.

This unique relationship was then all symbolized in the temple in Jerusalem. And it
became a very poignant symbol of this uniqueness that Israel had. So, of course, when
the pagans rolled into town and took it over and took the sacred vessels and deported
them to another town, another city, and when they erected on the altar some pagan image,
you can imagine how devastated people were!

Well, in a similar way, you can realize how Jesus, who had a deep relationship with
the Father, and who had a deep sense of who God is and what prayer is all about, felt
when he goes into the temple, and he finds that the whole atmosphere has been corrupted.
He calls it “a den of thieves”—you know, a den is a hideout; who is hiding from whom?
That’s a good question. Basically, evil people are hiding in the temple pretending to be
something they are not; and this creates this tremendous anger in him, righteous anger.
So whether they were actually thieving in the literal sense of actually cheating people or
not, I don’t know; but the idea is that it was a den of evil people hanging out in a sacred
place, and this perverted the whole idea.

Furthermore I think that in the ritualism and in the commerce that developed because
people had to buy their pigeons, they had to buy their turtledoves, they had to buy their
various animals for sacrifice, that this whole commercial side of the temple deprived it of
its sense of prayer. That’s really what it was for first and foremost, prayer and heartfelt
relationship to God, who is at once God and king. And so this whole spirit I think is what
Jesus is trying to talk about. And in a certain way Luke is saying that’s why they started
to find ways to kill him, because he was upsetting the apple cart. He was upsetting the
whole system and way of life that was probably very comfortable for the religious
leaders, but wasn’t the original spirit of what the temple was about.
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
True Life in God Funeral Mary Elaine Welsh Saturday, November 24, 2001
Is 25:6-9; 1 Thes 4:13-18; Jn 11:17-27 (Hope for the Christian dead) (Raising of
Lazarus)

“I have come to believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, he who is to come
into the world.”

Very often the characters in the gospels are spokespersons for believers in general, or
at least for some believers. And surely many believers only come to believe in the course
of time in the saving work of Jesus, because to believe means to trust in; it means to
entrust oneself to. So this is not a mere assent of the mind that we agree to some fact or
to some principle, but it’s an entrusting of ourselves to someone, in this case the anointed
one of God.

Now in the story that I have just read from the Gospel of John, and in the second
reading from the Letter to the Thessalonians, we see reflected a confusion that people in
the early Church had about the resurrection of the dead. Martha says, “If you had been
here my brother would have never died.” Well, no, that’s not true. For one thing, God is
always with us, but God’s presence with us does not take away death; and that’s what
Jesus is trying to get through to her. Salvation doesn’t mean being freed from suffering
or death; it means being freed to live in spite of suffering and death.

Now the people in Thessalonica to whom St. Paul is writing had a problem too. It is
very similar. They thought if someone dies before Christ returns at the second coming,
too bad for them, because God would make sure that all the real believers would last.
Well, of course, we know by attrition that that could not be true. Paul already knew
because he saw through what many of us do not see through, that life in the body is not
really life, but merely the mere germ of life. And so while the Thessalonians—even
Christian believers—were holding on to life in the body hoping to last until the return of
Christ—and Paul says, “Well, forget it! Those who last have no advantage over those
who go first, and those who go first have no advantage over those who last.” We don’t
know when Christ is coming back, and it doesn’t matter. Living isn’t what it seems to be.

True Life in God

Living is really a mystery that we’re only given a glimpse of in the present age. That’s
around about the way Paul is talking.

And Jesus as well, in this Gospel according to John, says, “I am the resurrection and
the life.” To live means to know him, and not only know him, but to trust in him! That’s
when living begins! “So whoever believes in me though he should die physically in the
body will come to life, and whoever is alive in the true sense and believes in me will
never die”—in any true sense, will never really pass away. They’ll simply leave earth to
join real life with God, who is the source of life, who is eternal life.

And this is what we celebrate today. Elaine has left our company—that’s true. She
has not really died; she’s gone to live with God. And that’s the meaning of the candle,
which is first light on the Vigil of Easter, when we celebrate every year in a very solemn
way the resurrection of Christ. He is the light of the world, and he has come into the
world to enlighten all of us. We need to open our eyes and see the light. The water,
which I used on the casket carrying the remains of Elaine, is from the font of Baptism.
That is the womb of new life, of rebirth. And Elaine now can grow into maturity in
Christ because her new life was already begun in Baptism.

We, for our part, must now consider Elaine’s sudden death as a teaching moment for
ourselves.
¾ What about our unfinished agenda?
¾ What do we want to make right before we go on?
¾ Whom do we want to tell that we love?
¾ Whom do we want to tell that we are sorry?
¾ Whom do we want to share ourselves with—really?
Time is passing. Life is eternal. We need to live today!
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Is Christ Our King? Last Sunday in Ordinary Time Feast of Christ the King
November 25, 2001 Saturday Vigil, November 24, 2001 5:00 p.m. 2 Sm 5:1-3;
Col 1:12-20; Lk 23:35-43
(The Crucifixion)

“Now one of the criminals hanging there reviled Jesus, saying, ‘Are you not the
Christ? Save yourself and us.’”
The picture of Christ hanging on a cross presents us with a very poignant image, and
the picture of Jesus hanging next to two criminals really presents us with two different
views of salvation. The first criminal is looking for salvation all right! He says, “Save
yourself and us.” Christ, on the other hand, is finding salvation by surrendering his
very self into the hands of the Father. No two kinds of salvation could be more
different! And along with it are two different kinds of power: kingship and victory.
Long back in the history of Israel, somehow in a mysterious way, the Spirit of God
inspired people to look beyond power politics and economic forces to recognize a
true spiritual dimension not only to life itself but even to society. That was the
meaning of the Covenant. One of the most ancient psalms proclaims, “Yahweh is King,”
meaning very clearly that God was for them the king, the lawmaker, the source of justice.
Somehow order and justice and law needed to be rooted in something that transcends,
that goes beyond, that surpasses, the normal human arrangements, which are after all
arbitrary, human ideas of what’s right and wrong and what’s fair and not. If you ever
think it’s not arbitrary, just consult some children; they’ll convince you. But Israel had a
vision that people can be governed by conscience rather than force, respect for
others rather than repression.
Now sad to say, this ideal was not very well lived out, but they did have the ideal! But
unfortunately, it required an inner strength and a freedom that ordinarily people
just don’t have. That, of course, is the meaning of Christ the King. Jesus came into life
not just another human being but indeed the Word of God enfleshed. And he has the
inner strength and he has the freedom to be the ideal, to be truly a Son of God, to be truly
a brother to all. Sometimes people have this slogan “Jesus is the answer.” Would that
they realized how true this is and how it is true; that if we want to be free of repression,
we have to give up for ourselves all forms of retaliation and vengeance because
otherwise that will become a force of repression; that if we want freedom of conscience,
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we need to have a conscience. We have to have a sense and see clearly how all our
actions have consequences, many of them unforeseen and unforeseeable but real,
and that all human beings are intertwined. And this is not the result of globalization.
It’s the very nature of humanity as it has always been from the beginning. We need to
see that if we want peace and justice for ourselves, we have to want peace and justice for
all. We cannot draw any boundaries beyond which we don’t need peace or justice. There
can’t be anyone who is excluded from the promise, or that promise doesn’t mean
anything. If anyone is excluded from peace, there is no peace; if anyone is excluded from
justice, there is no real justice.
Today many Americans are baffled and even dismayed at the hatred and the anger that
some people express toward America, toward American culture, American values. But
it’s really not so baffling if we take a cold look at what we export in terms of our
movies and our television shows. If that were all we knew about ourselves, we’d
probably hate ourselves too! What do others see? --A society that is completely
hedonistic, materialistic, selfish, greedy, violent, anti-life, definitely anti-marriage,
exploitative, and rather hopeless. Now of course this isn’t completely true, but it’s
what looks to be true if we just look at the media. So in a sense we have created a
monster, and now we have to deal with the consequences. Surely Americans are no
worse than anyone else with the same opportunities, but that’s not the point.
♦ The point really is how well have we used the wonderful benefits, liberties, the great
freedom we have in this country?
♦ Have we really used it for the common good or only for promoting ourselves?
♦ Have we really renounced violence in all forms in ourselves, or is this only for others
to do?
♦ Have we really formed our consciences in the light of Christ’s teachings, or do we
allow our emotions or our feelings or people around us to decide what’s right and
what’s wrong for us?
♦ How deep is our desire for justice?
These are the questions that Christ hanging on the cross confronts us with, and if we
won’t seriously try to answer them, perhaps we should forget about calling him “Christ
the King.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Faithful In Spite of Circumstances Thirty-fourth Week in Ordinary Time Monday,
November 26, 2001 7:00 a.m. Dn 1:1-6, 8-20; Lk 21:1-4 (Babylonian captivity)

Today we begin the reading of the Book of Daniel. Although Daniel is called a
prophet, the Book of Daniel is not among either the early nor the last prophets, the socalled “former or later” prophets. Daniel is counted among the books of Wisdom or the
books of Writings. And like much of the Old Testament, it is a composition that mixes
together historical facts and figures with more fictional characters in order to make
various points and present various teachings. But there really was a Nebuchadnezzar of
Babylon, and he really did attack Judah and more or less destroyed it. Perhaps he didn’t
destroy it as badly as the Bible implies, that is, perhaps he only deported half the people
not all of them; but nonetheless, many of the people of Judah were deported into
Babylon; and this was the beginning of the great Babylonian captivity.

Now one of the things that is so remarkable about this, and other reverses that the
people of Judah experienced, is that it did not stop them from worshipping God. Now on
the world scene that is unique! The reason is that in the ancient Near East each little
group, city-state or nation, had their own god or gods; and therefore they had their own
cult, meaning worship of their gods. Now in their mind if this particular country fought
that particular country, it was really a battle between the gods of the first country versus
the gods of the second country; and whichever country lost, those gods lost. That god or
those gods proved to be impotent, powerless, and therefore not worthy of worship; and
therefore they just wiped out that particular cult. So if you want to understand religious
history, all you have to do is understand political history. The gods of the victorious
nations spread; the gods of the defeated nations withdrew—but for Judah, but for Israel!
Israel continued to worship Yahweh, the Lord, in spite of their defeats! In fact, this
particular author says that it was God, after all, who made Nebuchadnezzar the victor.
And even in spite of that, they worshiped him! Now for no other reason we can see why,
when God decided to send his Son into our world, he chose this particular people to send
him to, because of this extraordinary sense of devotion in spite of every kind of suffering
and defeat.

Faithful In Spite of Circumstances

Now when Jesus comes into the world he does not come as a victor like
Nebuchadnezzar. In fact, the biblical author is implying that God handed over Jehoiakim
to Nebuchadnezzar because there was something wrong with Jehoiakim, that is he wasn’t
faithful enough to God. When Jesus came he came full of faith and faithfulness and
devotion and obedience. But he did not come as a victor, and he did not come to receive
victory in the ordinary sense. He came to teach us the ultimate lesson about worshipping
truth, about being faithful to God in spite of the ups and downs of the world around us.

If we are really to be worshipping the authentic God, if we are really to have true
worship within ourselves, it cannot come and go with our prosperity and our poverty. It
cannot rise and fall with our fortunes and misfortunes. We have to find the will of God in
and in spite of all of our circumstances. Now how do we do that? That is itself a very
great task, and it is no easy task! There’s no simple answer to this question: How is God
in the ups and downs of my life? But we must believe that God is there because
otherwise we are not being faithful to truth. God must be in everything. And some
theologians, including I believe St. Augustine, even considered God in sin in the sense
that God allows sin always for some greater good. So how are we going to find the
greater good in our life? That is how we carry on this great tradition that comes to us
from the past.
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Bringing Harmony to Conflicts Thirty-fourth Week in Ordinary Time Tuesday,
November 27, 2001 7:00 a.m. Dn 2:31-45; Lk 21:5-11 (Prophecies of Conflict)

At this time every year the Scriptures turn to various prophecies. Today we hear from
the prophet Daniel, and then Jesus himself is speaking prophetic words. And in these
prophecies you could say there is also a clue to how to become a prophet. And I say this
meaning no disrespect, but if you want to be a prophet, just look at what has gone on in
the past and say it will happen again—because it will! That is the nature of life on earth,
a constant repetition of patterns.

“Nation will rise against nation.” Well, it sure will! It always has! “Kingdom against
kingdom”—you can be sure of that! Why? Because nations and kingdoms are simply a
macrocosm of ourselves. They are simply a big stage that portrays what goes on all the
time within ourselves and among ourselves. So within ourselves there are all kinds of
conflicts going back and forth; and our work is to find reconciliation, resolution, balance,
harmony. That is a great work that each human individual must do for himself or herself.

Likewise families, the same thing—conflicts, one against another, all kinds of energy
going in all kinds of directions. A healthy family tries to work through these things, these
conflicts, these issues, and achieve harmony. And we know harmony is not the same
thing as peace at all costs. Harmony allows for dynamism. Harmony allows for
individuality. And thus nations are simply a reflection of all these forces always going
on. And it’s something we have to understand about ourselves.

There are two things, for example, that we look for in every leader. We want someone
who is outstanding. Have you ever heard anyone run for office claiming to be utterly
mediocre, just like everybody else? No. You wouldn’t want anyone like that. You want
someone outstanding. And this is required for leadership, someone who stands out and is
different. On the other hand, we also expect someone who fits in. We can’t take leaders
who are utterly eccentric, who are weird or antisocial! We couldn’t tolerate them as
leaders. We need people who understand who we are and who live the way we do, more
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or less, in other words, who have family and family concerns, who have the same kind of
desires we do; otherwise we wouldn’t choose them as leaders!

Now this is human consciousness at work, providing the ability to stand out and fit in.
And to a great degree each of us has to work on these two issues. What we want from
our leaders we really want from ourselves, or if we don’t, we should! We should want
each of us to stand out and to be an individual, and to be someone special, someone
unique in the sight of God because according to St. Thomas Aquinas everyone is unique
in the sight of God; and Thomas Aquinas is reflecting the belief also of the Scriptures,
especially Isaiah and Jeremiah. Well, we have to be that unique person, which means we
can’t allow other people to decide for us who we’re going to be, whether that other
person is someone in our family or just culture in general. We have to make a stand and
stand out, otherwise there’s something missing, otherwise we get absorbed by the mass,
collective, impersonal, faceless humanity.

On the other hand though, we do have to fit in. We have to make every effort to fit in.
And the New Testament in particular is about that, how we have to work to become
harmonious, harmonious in the family, harmonious in the body of Christ, which is the
Church. If we don’t work on that, we really become eccentric, we become fringe
members of the Church. We are pushing ourselves away from the heart and the center
and the head. And that is as peculiar and unacceptable as it would be for our leaders to
do that.

So when we think upon “nation against nation and kingdom against kingdom,” we
need to also think about our own individual lives and how we either contribute to peace
and harmony and justice and right in the world, or we don’t; because if we don’t look at
ourselves, then these prophecies will mean nothing.

2

Bringing Harmony to Conflicts

Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Courage of Faith amid Terror Thirty-fourth Week in Ordinary Time Thursday,
November 29, 2001 7:00 a.m. Dn 6:12-28; Lk 21:20-28 (The Great Tribulation)

Jesus himself was often to say, “Fear is useless.”
Well today’s lesson is about fear, two kinds of it. As I’ve mentioned before, there’s a
kind of fear that is instinctive, and this is basically valid. We’re not to put ourselves in
harm’s way. So Jesus says, “When these things happen, those in Judea must flee to the
mountains; those in the heart of the city must escape it; those in the country must not
return.” Wisdom does require that we avoid putting ourselves in jeopardy in all matters.
That’s one thing. So following God does not mean being foolish; it does not mean
putting ourselves where we will be harmed. It doesn’t mean that God is going to save us
from the lions. That was a story told in the Old Testament. It’s a great story, but it’s a
story. We ourselves should never deliberately jump into the lion’s den. That would be
foolishness. And there are ways in which people of faith do that thinking it’s being
faithful. Well, they are testing God. Jesus himself went through this experience of being
tempted to jump off the parapet of the temple. And the devil said to him, “Well, don’t
you realize that if you’re really the Son of God, God won’t allow you to be hurt. God
will not allow your foot to dash against a stone.” That’s a temptation for people of faith.
But secondly, there is, of course, a way in which life itself is terrifying at times. This
is not because we put ourselves in jeopardy; this is not because we put ourselves in
harm’s way. It’s terrifying in itself. Terrible things do happen in life. And sometimes
it’s simply, in a sense, bad luck. Jesus says, “When these things happen, women who are
pregnant or nursing at the breast will fair badly.” Why? Well, it’s just unfortunate that
they’re in that stage of life at that particular moment. And there are times when we suffer
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because we’re just in the wrong place at the wrong time. We cannot escape all evils in
life. Not putting ourselves in harm’s way does not mean we escape totally the terrifying
nature of life on earth. But in these matters we have to just stand straight and raise our
heads and know our salvation is near, because otherwise we would not be living with an
instinctive caution; we’d be living in paralysis. We would allow fear to paralyze our very
lives; and this, of course, is the opposite of faith. Here faith is courage, courage to stand
up and raise our heads in a world that is terrifying and will be, personally and, you might
say, cosmically. So, “When these things begin to happen, stand up straight and raise your
heads, for your ransom is near at hand.”
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
Witness—So Others Can Hear! Thirty-fourth Week in Ordinary Time Friday,
November 30, 2001 7:00 a.m. Rom 10:9-18; Mt 4:18-22 (St. Andrew) (The
importance of witnessing to our personal faith response)

“Faith comes from hearing.”
St. Paul here is reflecting on the reality of faith, which is different from knowledge of
God. If you will recall, in another passage St. Paul blames the godless for not knowing
God, which he says is simply a lack of reason. They should be able to know God he says
by looking at the creation, and thereby deducing that this creation comes from the
Creator, that beauty comes from the one who creates it. Just as we might, for example,
have some appreciation of the talent of Michelangelo by beholding something that
Michelangelo created. He doesn’t mean we would actually know Michelangelo
personally, but we would know something of his ability. Well, that’s knowledge of God,
knowing something of his grandeur, his greatness, his magnificence, by looking at the
creation.
But this is not that; this is something else. “Faith comes from hearing.” Faith is a
very personal thing. It’s not knowing something by reputation; it’s knowing something
or someone intimately. And faith is a personal response to someone. So we see in the
history of the world there are many different religious traditions; there are many different
religious experiences. But we really don’t see the faith. Faith may be there; it may not
be there. We can’t see that. Faith is personal and to a large degree hidden from the eyes
of others, but this faith can be shared. This personal commitment to God can be shared,
and that’s what it means to witness.
Jesus sends out his apostles to witness to faith. That’s what the Church’s mission in
the world is; it’s to witness to faith. It’s not simply to talk about God. It’s not simply to
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point out what anyone could tell anyway, that the world is beautiful or the universe is
vast. That’s not the point. The point is to share faith. And faith is a commitment, a
personal commitment, a response, to an invitation really, an invitation that comes to us,
again, personally from God. So the gospel is all about God’s personal invitation to each
of us; and in fact, the entire Bible is about God’s personal invitation to a specific people
to be his, and then our response to that.
And this is what comes in hearing. It can only come when you actually talk about
what this means to you; and when you share that, you are enabling other people to make a
similar response. The mere fact that you talk about your faith is itself an invitation to
someone else for them to put their lives also in God’s hands. So that’s why it is very
important to share our faith and to witness because without it, as St. Paul says, “How
shall they call on him in whom they have not believed? And how can they believe unless
they have heard of him? And how can they hear unless there is someone to preach? And
how can men preach unless they are sent?” Well, we are sent—all of us!
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Rev. Paul A. Hottinger
God Promises to Be with Us
December 1, 2001 8:00 a.m.

Thirty-fourth Week in Ordinary Time Saturday,
Dn 7:15-27; Lk 21:34-36 (End times)

Our readings at this time of year focus on the theme of the end, the end of the world,
because we’re living in a world that is of its nature temporary, as our lives are by their
nature temporary. And this is a reality we need to make our friend, not something we try
to ignore or bypass or forget about.
Daniel, the first reading from the Book of Daniel, is a very interesting book of many
different literary genres, among them visions. And this particular reading, as you recall,
starts out that Daniel was frightened by his visions. Now unfortunately when people,
believers, read Scripture they often misread it because they look at the visions; they look
at the images; they look at the words and the feelings attached, but not to the message!
You don’t really have to worry about what Daniel’s visions were because you have your
own! You don’t have to worry about Daniel’s worries because you have your own. You
don’t have to worry about Daniel’s anxieties; you have your own.
But what you do need to listen to is the message that Daniel, in the midst of his
anxieties and worries, received. It was a message of hope. No matter what kind of a
nightmare your life is, God promises to be with you. And God promises to be with us,
his people; and he will be faithful. That’s the fundamental message, and you need to
apply that message to your own life and your own visions and your own dreams and your
own nightmares, and see how God is abiding within your own lives.
And this is basically what Jesus is also saying to his disciples. He says, “Be on
guard.” What do we do when we really are worried and really afraid and really upset?
We try to distract ourselves. And he says, “Be on guard lest your spirits become bloated
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with indulgence and drunkenness.” And drunkenness is not only literally drinking too
much, it’s also becoming intoxicated with life, with entertainment, with excitement, with
anything that distracts us from what we ought to be paying attention to. And he says,
“worldly cares.” We all have to eat; we need shelter. But if we were honest and we
really looked at our worldly concerns, a lot of them are unnecessary luxuries. So, “Be on
guard,” Jesus says, “lest your spirits become bloated.” He says, “Because the great day
will come and suddenly close in on you like a trap.” When? Who knows! In what way?
Who knows! That’s not the point. But if, and here’s the message, “If we pray constantly
for strength to escape whatever is in prospect”—and we can; we can pray, and we can
escape, and we can also “stand secure.” How can we stand secure? Through faith in
God, in Christ; but that faith needs to be nourished constantly by prayer. So, “Pray
constantly for the strength to escape whatever is in prospect, and to stand secure before
the Son of Man.”
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