Reflection for the 16th Sunday of the Year

FIRST READING: Wisdom 12:13, 16-19
A reading from the Book of Wisdom:

There is no god besides you who have the care of all, that you need show you have not unjustly condemned. For your might is the source of justice; your mastery over all things makes you lenient to all. For you show your might when the perfection of your power is disbelieved; and in those who know you, you rebuke temerity. But though you are master of might, you judge with clemency, and with much lenience you govern us; for power, whenever you will, attends you. And you taught your people, by these deeds, that those who are just must be kind; and you gave your children good ground for hope that you would permit repentance for their sins.

The word of the Lord.

RESPONSORIAL: Psalm 86:5-6, 9-10, 15-16

Lord, you are good and forgiving.
You, O Lord, are good and forgiving, abounding in kindness to all who call upon you. Hearken, O Lord, to my prayer and attend to the sound of my pleading.

Lord, you are good and forgiving.
All the nations you have made shall come and worship you, O Lord, and glorify your name. For you are great, and you do wondrous deeds; you alone are God.

Lord, you are good and forgiving.
You, O Lord, are a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in kindness and fidelity. Turn toward me, and have pity on me; give your strength to your servant.

Lord, you are good and forgiving.

SECOND READING: Romans 8:26-27
A reading from the Letter of Saint Paul to the Romans:

Brothers and sisters: The Spirit comes to the aid of our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes with inexpressible groanings. And the one who searches hearts knows what is the intention of the Spirit, because he intercedes for the holy ones according to God's will.

The word of the Lord.

GOSPEL: Matthew 13:24-43
+ A reading from the holy Gospel according to Matthew:

Jesus proposed another parable to the crowds, saying: "The kingdom of heaven may be likened to a man who sowed good seed in his field. While everyone was asleep his enemy came and sowed weeds all through the wheat, and then went off. When the crop grew and bore fruit, the weeds appeared as well. The slaves of the householder came to him and said, 'Master, did you not sow good seed in your field? Where have the weeds come from?' He answered, 'An enemy has done this.' His slaves said to him, 'Do you want us to go and pull them up?' He replied, 'No, if you pull up the weeds you might uproot the wheat along with them. Let them grow together until harvest; then at harvest time I will say to the harvesters, "First collect the weeds and tie them in bundles for burning; but gather the wheat into my barn."'" He proposed another parable to them. "The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that a person took and sowed in a field. It is the smallest of all the seeds, yet when full-grown it is the largest of plants. It becomes a large bush, and the 'birds of the sky come and dwell in its branches.'" He spoke to them another parable. "The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman took and mixed with three measures of wheat flour until the whole batch was leavened." All these things Jesus spoke to the crowds in parables. He spoke to them only in parables, to fulfill what had been said through the prophet: "I will open my mouth in parables, I will announce what has lain hidden from the foundation of the world." Then, dismissing the crowds, he went into the house. His disciples approached him and said, "Explain to us the parable of the weeds in the field." He said in reply, "He who sows good seed is the Son of Man, the field is the world, the good seed the children of the kingdom. The weeds are the children of the evil one, and the enemy who sows them is the devil. The harvest is the end of the age, and the harvesters are angels. Just as weeds are collected and burned up with fire, so will it be at the end of the age. The Son of Man will send his angels, and they will collect out of his kingdom all who cause others to sin and all evildoers. They will throw them into the fiery furnace, where there will be wailing and grinding of teeth. Then the righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father. Whoever has ears ought to hear."
The Gospel of the Lord
Reflection for the 16th Sunday of the Year
Prayer is at the heart of any religious life. This is true in every religion in the world. Prayer is a natural, human experience. The disciples of Jesus asked him to teach them to pray. Jesus taught them to pray the Our Father. We pray the prayer of Jesus still. What is prayer? For whom is our prayer? Prayer is spending time with God as if we spend time with someone else we love. Sometimes we exchange words sharing thoughts, feelings and experiences as we listen to the same offered by the one we love. Sometimes we sit in silence as we enjoy one another’s company. Sometimes we hold hands or offer a hug (always aware in these days the responsibility we have to keep one another safe). These can be intimate moments of care. Feeling close to another is a profound human urge and need. These things happen naturally within the context of our relationships.
Who benefits from closeness? Those who enjoy the closeness do. Jesus told us that when two or three gather in his name, he is in their midst. As followers of Jesus, when do we do things not in Jesus name? Is Jesus then present any time we gather? Are not all our gatherings possibilities to pray? Prayer can be much more than memorized words. Prayer occurs with any sense of the presence of Jesus. Prayer is between God and each of us and among us.
What can distract us when we are together with those we love? It can be difficult to share any intimacy while being engrossed in a television program, listening to the news, playing a game or, for any of a certain age, reading the news paper. Spending time with others means to focus our attention on the other person. This is the best place to begin because we also have an intimate relationship with God. God has made each of us and remains part of us and we part of God. We, as Catholic, call God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. We are, each, children of God; being God’s beloved son or daughter. We are also, therefore, brothers and sisters with one another. Because Jesus is God’s son, we are Jesus’ brothers and sisters too. We pray to become closer to God and for God to become closer to us. In this way our prayer benefits us.
What is our relationship with the Spirit? What is a spirit? The word comes from the Latin for breath. We have a spirit if we have breath; that is we are alive. Our life comes from God. We live in, with and through God’s life sharing the Holy Spirit of God, which is God. The Holy Spirit is the very fabric of our life. We aren’t aware of this all of the time, but when we are, those moments can be powerful experiences of prayer.

We also have prayers. Prayers are the means to prayer. They aren’t the prayer itself. In the time we take to say our prayers, we intend to spend our time with God. The prayer is part of the action of saying our prayers. This is a nuanced notion and takes a bit of time to let the idea sink in. When we say our prayers, that notion can be first in our mind or at least become the background of why we say them in the first place. 
The rosary is based upon this. We recite the same prayers over and over either aloud or silently, alone or in common to what purpose? What could God want or get from the shear multiplication of our words? Nothing, for we can add nothing to God. Each decade of the rosary is part of the Joyful, Sorrowful and Glorious Mysteries. As we recite all those prayers we hold each of those mysteries in the background as we pray. Contrary to what popular piety tells us, the prayer is in the contemplation of those mysteries which are centered on the life of Jesus as seen through the eyes of Jesus’ mother. We pay little or no attention to our words. The words of the prayer are a drone or mantra we repeat over an over to reach a state of contemplation or to fall asleep as we pray.

What we usually think of distractions are actually the moments of deepest prayer. In those moments the Holy Spirit, working within us, leads us to what the Spirit wants us to pray. Does that make sense? If not read it over. This experience of prayer is a mystical state like those of the great saints, John of the Cross, Teresa of Avila, Benedict and Catherine of Sienna.
As an eighteen year old college freshman, I had no idea how to pray. I learned on my own. Repeating long lists of prayers made no sense to me. I went to scripture; I read the psalms, gospels, epistles and prophets. I began to pray the Liturgy of the Hours in a small group. Afterwards I would sit silently in the chapel where we prayed reflecting on what we just read. I would, sometimes, be surprised to discover how much time would elapse as I sat in silence. An hour could seem like a few minutes. The Spirit prayed within me as predicted by St. Paul. Part of the silent prayer involved breathing. Today’s reading uses the word, “groanings,” other translations use the word, “sighs.” A sigh is a deep breath. A synonym for sigh is suspiring, showing the verbal relationship to spirit.
I found out four years later that I had learned to pray the Lectio Divina. My classmate, in grad school, was a solemnly professed Benedictine monk who prayed that way in the monastery. He had to take a course in his formation. I just did it. Listen to the moments when we drift like that for those are the places the Spirit wants us to go and the things about which the Spirit wants us to pray. 

Once again, the gospel presents an agricultural analogy. I used to help my mother weed in the garden. I watched my father dig out dandelions with his pocket knife. It’s too easy to get caught up in the details of the story Jesus told. Jesus said the kingdom of God is like this not the kingdom of God is this. What secret which lay hidden for generations is being revealed now? What actually happens in Jesus’ story? We focus on the enemy and the evil sabotage the enemy wrought. Forget the enemy; forget the sabotage! What did the crop yield? The good seed produced a full crop. The weeds provided fuel. This was a win-win situation for the farmer. What at first appeared to be a curse, turned out to be part of the blessing instead.
A parable is an analogy. Jesus is telling us something important. What is it? The context of the parable is sabotage by an enemy. What sabotages God’s plan? What is the enemy of God’s will? We all want what we want. Sometimes we pray that God will do for us what we want. The late singer, Janice Joplin in her last, posthumously released album, “Pearl,” had a song that says this well. “O, Lord won’t you buy me a Mercedes Benz. My friends all drive Porsches; I must make amends.” Today we pray for a cure to COVID 19. Do we add to our prayers the seemingly risky side tag as did Jesus, “Not my will, but thy will be done?” Jesus told us that the Father is trustworthy. Do we really trust in divine providence?
The farmer in the story reaps a harvest of weeds and wheat. Both provide a bountiful crop that benefits the farmer. What of our sin? What of those who never seem to believe in Jesus? What of those who seem to do evil in God’s sight? What really hinders the all powerful, all merciful and all loving will of God? Nothing can. If I actually intend to defy God with the biggest, most outrageous and horrible sin, society may throw me in prison, ostracize me or even execute me. What will God do? He already sent Jesus who died on the cross to forgive that sin. Only God has the power and compassion to forgive fully. It is God, the Holy Spirit, who turns the hearts of sinners toward God. I have faith, not presumption, in the provident, eternal and unconditional love of God. I’m not saying that I will ever attempt to sin in that way, but I have sinned and will continue to sin until I die. That is the human condition and the reason for Christ’s Cross. Jesus died, once and for all, for all our sins past, present and future. What’s the difference between a sinner and a saint? One only gets to be a saint after death. The dead don’t sin any more.
God’s unconditional love which leads to forgiveness, redemption and eternal life is at the heart of this story. God gave both weeds and wheat a chance to provide bounty for the harvest. The basis for the Gospel, which is the good news, was the first sin of Adam and Eve. The promise of Jesus, God’s final revelation, leads us sinners, of whom I am the foremost, to God. Jesus died not for those who never sin but for all of us who do.
The way God has worked in this story and the way the Spirit prays within us are the reverse of what we expect. They are things we do not notice, normally. Once we see this movement we can not un-see it. It’s like learning to ride a bicycle; a skill or gift we will not lose. For us to know that the Spirit prays in us as we wander through prayer or that God can transform what we first considered a curse into a blessing is the key to this parable. The harvest is not just an event to come in a distant future, but whose bounty can be ours now.
Sometimes the translation of scripture can be faulty or ambivalent. Other times it’s the original language which can be obscure. Even though scholars constantly study and perfect the art of biblical translation, the ancient Hebrew and Greek of the Old Testament, are still languages that haven’t been spoken by anyone in millennia. They are dead languages. What may have been clear to contemporaries may have no translation into modern language. When I find a line that make no clear sense in the Sunday lessons, I always check on other translations of the text. Our scripture comes from the New American Bible. The opening line of the Book of Wisdom doesn’t make sense. It is ambiguous and stilted. I checked two other translations, the New Jerusalem Bible, which emphasized the poetry and beauty of the text and the New Revised Standard, which is the scholar’s text. Neither of those two made sense either. Here is a third from the Revised English Bible. “For there is no other god but you; all the world is your concern, and there is none to whom you must prove the justice of your sentence.”

This is about God’s mercy not God’s condemnation. Our western, modern sense of justice is different from the justice of God. In the First Letter of John we hear that God is love. John Lennon may have gotten it right all those years ago, “All you need is love, luv.” I don’t think he would extend this line to the syllogism, “All you need is God.” As believers In Jesus we can. Because we can, we know the nature of God’s justice.

Our justice system is punitive. The guilty go to jail to pay the price for their crimes. There is an element of revenge to it as well. Love is not extended to the guilty. However when a sinner approaches God, what happens? Scripture tells us that God will receive the sinner and forgive. John 3:16 tells it well. “God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that everyone who has faith in him may not perish but have eternal life.” This is also taken from the Revised English Bible. Jesus death on the cross won for us the gift of salvation. Forgiveness is the Gift of the cross. The promise of eternal life is the gift of Jesus’ resurrection. If it wasn’t for the fall of humanity in the book of Genesis, God would never have sent Jesus to save us. Our sins did not kill Jesus. Our sins led to God’s saving act of self sacrifice. This was God’s intention from the beginning. The great hymn of Easter, the Exultet, says it well, “O, happy fault; O, necessary sin of Adam.” God’s justice is always forgiveness. God’s justice shows mercy, compassion, forgiveness and love.
God welcomes and redeems sinners. God loves us when we need God the most; in the midst of social unrest and pandemic. Our greatest need for God is when we sin. Perhaps God is closest to us then; and in times like these. This is not what we expect. We may feel far from God. However we live by God’s will and not our expectations. We rely on faith and not on our feelings. God brings us a surprise in Jesus.
I hope that this reading finds you safe and in good health. We put our faith in action as we keep one another safe, washing our hands, wearing a face mask and keeping social distance.
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