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BODY AND BLOOD OF CHRIST – CYCLE A

REMEMBER YOUR NAME

The Text: 1 Corinthians 10:16-17


At a high school graduation in Texas the valedictorian delivered her address to the senior class.  Her advice to her peers was one simple line, “When you go out into the world, remember your name.”


What did she mean by this enigmatic counsel?  She explained that her parents always repeated this phrase to her whenever she left the house during the years of her upbringing.  It was not because she was so forgetful that she would actually forget her family name, but a reminder to hold fast to the ideals and character that defined their family.  With this reminder her parents called her to live outside the house by the same principles that defined behavior inside the house.  “Remember your name” gave this young woman a sense of who she was, and helped shape her integrity and values.  Now, as the valedictorian of her graduating class, it frames the one piece of advice she would give to her peers as they prepare to leave their own families.


Good advice, don’t you think?  Remember your name.  Remember who you are, whose you are, and that you are surrounded always in spirit by those who share that name, a great cloud of witnesses who are waiting and praying and hoping the best from you.  


Good counsel for a graduation, when you are leaving the safety of home to go into the world for a lifetime.  Good advice for anyone leaving the safety of their own front door to go into the world for just a few hours.  And just the kind of admonition that the Apostle Paul gave to the Corinthian Church in our epistle reading for today.  Paul speaks of the Lord’s Table, of our communion with Christ through the bread and wine, in a manner similar to that young graduate’s call.  In effect, Paul is saying, “When you partake of the Lord’s Table, you are part of a special family.  So remember your name, and allow that identity to bind you to your true family, and separate you from the world of compromise.”  


The Lord’s Table reminds us of our unique communion with God.

Our epistle lesson occurs in the context of a chapter where the apostle is encouraging the Corinthians to distinguish themselves from their pagan neighbors in the matter of idolatry.  Many of those in the Corinthian Church had been converted to Christian faith from a life of idol worship, and they still lived in a city where idol worship was a pervasive presence.  Food purchased in open-air markets was often the left-over meat from idol sacrifices in the pagan temples.  The Romans and Greeks had a pantheon of gods to worship, and even the Roman government and Caesar were worshipped as a new cult.  Much of this idol worship seemed harmless, more magic, tradition, and patriotism than religion.  But Paul considered the implications for the fledging Church to be profound.  He strongly urged his Church to take a stand at this point.  They had one loyalty, one God.  Paul knew that the Church’s witness and uniqueness could not survive in that culture if they became absorbed by the idolatry of Corinth.


Paul used the Lord’s Table to illustrate his point.  When we participate in the Mass, we do not simply partake in a ritual action.  Paul knew that the Lord’s Table was a physical and mystical union with the body and blood of Christ.  No matter the simplicity and commonness of the elements, this table forms the centerpiece of our identity with God, our oneness with Him, and our devotion to Him.  One cannot leave the Lord’s Table and go dine at the table of the world’s fare as well.  It is a choice.  An identity.  If you eat at the Lord’s Table, you are a member of the Lord’s family.  So, when you leave this Table and this service, and go out into the world, “remember your name.”


The Lord’s Table also reminds us of our special communion with each other in the Church.

The other context for Paul’s counsel to the Corinthians was his plea for them to find a new level of trust, care, and love for each other in the Christian community.  The Corinthians were plagued by a number of divisive issues that threatened the Church’s internal cohesiveness, and thus her effectiveness as a witness to the world.  A small number of them were involved in morally compromised relationships within the parish, causing embarrassment to the Church when it was known out in the world.  Some of them were at odds over various theological and interpretive issues.  And others were offending the common good by their over-zealous use of their spiritual gifts in worship.  In addition, the congregation had divided loyalties over leadership within the group.  Some of them preferred Paul, others Apollos, others Peter.  And as we know all too well, division and distrust over leadership within the Church weakens the confidence and sense of community that is so vital for the Church’s work and witness.


These were sensitive and crucial issues for the Church, and highly threatening to her stability and effectiveness.  Where did Paul find their coherent center in the midst of this chaos?  At the Lord’s Table.  Whatever else divided or distracted them, the apostle called the Church to remember their common bond in the Body and Blood of Christ.  Their unity in Him overshadowed all the forces that would drive them apart.  Paul believed that the Table of the Lord was the bridge between divided parishioners, the salve for hurting hearts, and the common ground for theological debate.  If the Church shares one table, partakes of one mysterious communion with Christ, and claims her true identity in the family of God around that Table, then Paul reasoned this same Table would remind the Church of their special relationship with each other as well.  We do not partake of the mystery of the body and blood of Christ alone, but in communion with the saints, both past and present, both local and global.


Do we need this reminder today?  Do we need to remember our name, our true name, our unique name as God’s own people?  I think so.  Don’t you?  So, come to the Table of the Lord.  Come with grateful hearts for God’s grace.  Come with open minds for the mystery of this special communion with God.  Come with extended hands of trust and forgiveness to each other in the communion of saints.  And here, around this Table, dear child of God, remember your name.  
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10TH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME – CYCLE A

THE HEARTBREAK EVERY PARENT KNOWS

The Text: Hosea 6:3-6


Erma Bombeck, the late humorist once quipped, “Every child threatens to run away from home when they are youngsters.  Sometimes, it is the only thing that keeps a parent going.”  If you have ever been a parent, you smile and understand.  Sure, those kids are the joy of your life, the offspring of your love, “bone of your bone and flesh of your flesh,” but sometimes you think that their behavior must be reflective of their other parent’s side of the family.  Sometimes children can break a parent’s heart.  And I do not mean the minor heartaches of failing to buy Father’s Day gifts or leaving dirty clothes under the bed.  Every parent has their share of small irritations; it may be nature’s way of paying adults back for the way they treated their own parents when they were children a generation ago.


But the heartaches that really break the heart of parents are the ones that involve serious life choices by children that strain or break relationships within the family, or bring ruin to the life of the child.  Parents and children can thrill--or break--each other’s hearts because the parent-child love is so strong, and so important.  One cannot love anyone from a safe distance.  Love always involves risk of being hurt.  It is the inevitable cost of the possibility of being blessed.


And for these reasons, the scriptures often portray God’s relationship with His people as a parent-child relationship.  The prophet Hosea, from whose writings our Old Testament lesson was drawn today, uses family metaphors for our relationship with God throughout his writing.  Drawing from the prophet’s own tortured family life, Hosea came to a unique understanding of God’s heartbreak over His people Israel.  Hosea loved a woman who did not love him, and who was not faithful to him.  So Hosea pictured God as a spurned loving husband to an unfaithful people.  Hosea’s children were often distant and separated from him, so much so that he named his daughter “Not Pitied” and his youngest son “Not My People.”  So Hosea pictured God as a hurting parent, eager to love and reclaim a relationship with His disobedient children.


Have you been hurt in your family?  If so, God understands.   God knows the heartbreak of parenthood when kids rupture relationships by their disobedient ways.


Sometimes our love for God is fickle, shallow, or manipulative.  At these, times we break God’s heart.

Hosea portrays Israel like a manipulative child, feigning affection for the parent in order to get their way.  Even the language of repentance of the early verses of chapter 6 in our Old Testament text is a mock repentance for past sins against God.  Notice the presumed entitlement to God’s forgiveness and restoration in the language of Israel.  It is as if they are saying, “if we say we’re sorry, God has to forgive us, and everything will be back to normal.”  But there is no true heartbreak on the part of the rebellious child.  Just saying, “I’m sorry” when you are not, or “I love you” when you do not, is not enough to reestablish a broken relationship.  In fact, saying the words without the accompanying actions make a mockery of the words.


But God is not fooled.  He is still heartbroken, because the relationship with His children is still broken.  God does not want ritual action or words that do not issue from changed and broken hearts.  As Hosea said it, “God desires mercy, not sacrifice; relationship, not burnt offerings.”  There are no magic words or ritual acts that can replace real desire for a restored relationship with the one from whom we are estranged.  Ask any parent who has been hurt by their child.  They do not want a gesture—a gift, a card, a surface greeting—they long for a real relationship again.  And relationships require mutual respect, genuine affection, genuine apology, time, listening, desire.


Have you injured your relationship with God, your loving heavenly parent?  Like a heartbroken parent, God is waiting, hoping, longing for your return.


Despite our fickle faith, God is a loving parent who will not give up on us.

Here is the good news of this message.  We are sometimes faithless, but God is always faithful.  We are sometimes disobedient children, but God is always a loving parent.  And as a loving parent, God does not give us everything we deserve.  God’s love is not sappy, or sweet, or weak.  God’s love does not blind Him to our flaws, nor allow Him to be manipulated by our insincerity.  But God’s love is real.  It is the force that created the universe, and holds it together.  And it is His love that will not let you and me go.  Even if we break His heart, God still opens His heart to us.  Every parent here today knows what I mean.


Hosea, the broken-hearted parent to disobedient children, understood this dimension of the heart of God.  And later in the prophet’s writing he pens these powerful words, direct from the broken heart of God, words every parent understands:


When Israel was a child, I loved him,


   And out of Egypt I called my son.


But the more I called Israel,


  The further they went away from me.


It was I who taught Ephraim to walk, taking them by the arms,


  But they did not know that it was I who healed them.


I led them with cords of human kindness, with ties of love;


But how can I give you up, Ephraim?


How can I hand you over, Israel?


My heart is changed within me; all my compassion is aroused.


I will not come in wrath.






(Hosea 11:1-10, selected verses)


With a heavenly Father who loves us like that, how could we stay away?
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11th SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME – CYCLE A

. . . BUT THE WORKERS ARE FEW

The Text: Matthew 9:36-10:8


The evening meal is over, and the family scatters throughout the house, some to watch TV, others to do homework, and others to talk on the phone.  But they leave the family table piled high with dirty dishes, and left-over food.  Perhaps that is why the kids seemed so interested in homework all of a sudden.  And the weary homemaker, whose hard work and deep love provided the meal in the first place, faces the lonely task of cleaning the dishes, putting away the food, and clearing the table.  Where did all the family members go so quickly?  This job of clean-up would have been so easy if everyone helped.  She remembers her mother’s words at times like these, “Many hands make light work.”  But alas, in her house at clean-up time, the workers are few.


Across town a rescue team scours the woods looking for a missing child.  Darkness complicates the search process, and panic is beginning to show on the anxious faces of the parents and neighbors.  But the greatest threat to the success of the search is that the area to cover is greater than the number of volunteers on hand.  If only they had more people, they could double the area covered, and double the chances of finding the lost child in time.  The need is great, but the workers are few.


What could be more frustrating than a task made unnecessarily difficult due to lack of help?  Or a mission threatened by the lack of volunteers.  Our Gospel lesson gives us another, and similar, image of this same frustration.  Jesus compares the lack of workers in the Kingdom of God to a farmer whose harvest faces a serious threat.  The threat is not blight or bugs, for the growing season is finished and the crops are hanging with fruit.  The threat is not weather, for the rain and the sun have already given their gifts.  This harvest is threatened by the most frustrating of all perils; there are not enough workers to bring the fruit into the safety of the farmer’s barn.  This is no small threat for the farmer.  There is only a window of opportunity to harvest, and if that window of time is lost, all of the prior effort is wasted.  Just imagine you were the farmer, whose hard work had brought the crop to this ripe stage, and whose family depends on this harvest for a year of living expenses.  How would you feel if the harvest was lost because the workers were few?


Well, that is how God feels, according to Jesus, when He surveys the wondrous possibilities of redemption in the world.  Notice three things about this ripe moment of harvest.


First, the harvest is already a given.  Jesus asks only for workers to put the final finish on a work well under way.

It is the harvest workers that Jesus is recruiting.  So workers at this last hour are building on the prior labor of those who planted, plowed, weeded, and watered.  The labor of harvest is work, but it is work with instant reward, for the fruit is already ripe.  Even so, workers in God’s harvest do not begin or sustain the mysterious activity of the Kingdom in the hearts and minds of humankind, for God has already been at work long before we entered the scene.  But that bit of Kingdom service we do—that kind word, that act of charity, the helpful hand, the generous gift—maybe the final nudge of God to bring someone into the safety of God’s Kingdom.


Second, Jesus asks does not ask us to worry, but to pray for more workers.

If we were the farmer, we might gather workers in a frantic fashion.  Under the threat of losing the harvest we might become anxious and fearful.  And that worry might tempt us to gather workers however we could—threat, anger, bargaining, trickery.  But not God.  We do not see God wringing His hands over the need for workers, even though God loves the harvest, and is more invested in that Kingdom harvest than we could imagine.  But Jesus only asked the disciples to pray that God would send more workers.  


We might ask, “Why waste time praying, when there is so much work to do?”  I suspect that Jesus would answer, “Because there is so much work to do.  There is so much work, so overwhelming a harvest, that we cannot afford to skip praying.”  You will recall that prayer was the first priority on the agenda of Jesus, especially when the amount of work was particularly overwhelming.  Prayer reminds us that the harvest belongs to God, not to us.  Prayer settles our spirit, and makes our work more efficient.  Prayer keeps us from running all over the place, burning ourselves out, and thus rendering us useless for the harvest work.


Are you concerned for the next generation of leaders, both clergy and volunteers, for the work of the Church?  Are you anxious that recent scandals will keep young men and women from considering a vocation of prayer and service?  Are you frustrated over the lack of volunteers to help staff a worthy mission you are leading currently?  Then pray.  Start with prayer, not a campaign for volunteers, or a new web-site, or making your friends and family feel guilty that they are not doing enough to help you.  Worry does not bring workers into the harvest field.  Nor does fear.  And even hectic over-zealous effort may not bring the required workers God is seeking.  What then can we do?  Pray.  And afterwards, maybe a window of opportunity will present itself.  Prayer is not wasted time; it redeems the time.  And it keeps us mindful that workers in the harvest are laborers recruited for a happy toil.  The harvest is the best fun of the entire season!  So those who recruit them must bear a sense of joy, of celebration.  Prayer helps.


Finally, Jesus sent the disciples as workers in the harvest.  And he gave them instructions on the nature of harvest labor.


No sooner than the disciples began to pray that God would send workers into the harvest, they heard the voice of Jesus sending them.  Sometimes that happens while we pray.  We end up becoming a part of the answer to our own prayers.  Have you ever prayed that God would bring resolution to a broken relationship, only to find that your prayers for the other person’s heart ended up changing your own heart toward that person instead, and thus paved the way for the restoration?  In the same way, if we pray earnestly for workers in the Church, God may reveal to our praying heart an area of service He is calling us to fill.  Maybe our praying will quiet our busy plans, and provide the platform for God to build a passionate awareness of some corner of the harvest field He has prepared just for our labor.  And this is the surprise; the harvest to which God calls us is not just the fruit our labor might bear in the lives of others. But the harvest is also the fruit of our own indescribable joy as we discover our true purpose in the world—partnering with God in the joyous conclusion of His redeeming work in the world.


Now, that is a celebration I do not want to miss.  How about you?

June 2, 2002

Body and Blood of Christ – Cycle A

REMEMBER YOUR NAME

INTRODUCTORY THOUGHT

Names were more important in the ancient world than in our time.  For most of us, a name is simply a means of identification.  We might as well have a number as a name.  But for the ancient world, a name revealed a person’s inner essence as well as his outer identity.  A name captured the spiritual as well as the physical uniqueness of a person.  Your name told you who you are.

PENITENTIAL RITE
Let us ask the Lord to forgive us for dishonoring the name of Christ:

Lord Jesus, you demanded righteousness of your followers.

Lord, have mercy.
Christ Jesus, you required loyalty from your followers.

Christ, have mercy.
Lord Jesus, you called disciples to follow you in self-sacrifice.

Lord, have mercy.

THE READINGS
Reading I   --  Deuteronomy 8:2-3, 14-16

Moses called on the children of Israel to remember that they are God’s chosen people.  He delivered them from Egyptian slavery.  He guided them through a trackless wilderness.  He gave them food from the heavens and water from the stones.  They were a people with a special name because they had a special calling.

Reading II  --  Corinthians 10:16-17

The Eucharist is what binds all churches and believers together under the name “Christian.”  Beliefs and practices vary from church to church, even from believer to believer.  But we sit down together as one family at the Table of the Lord.  He is our host – he invites whom he will.  We are his guests – we are there by his grace.

Gospel       --  John 6:51—58

Jesus gave himself up on the cross for our sins.  His broken body and shed blood are the spiritual food that reconciles us to God and to one another.  When we receive the bread and the wine, we take the very life of God into ourselves.  We become one with his perfect life, with his sacrificial death, and with his triumphant resurrection.

GENERAL INTERCESSIONS
We bear the name “Christian” because Christ shares his life with us.  Every time we take the body and blood of Christ, we are reminded that he has joined us to God and to one another in a genuinely holy communion.  Let us pray for the courage to live up to our name:

For the knowledge to understand the needs of the world.

We pray to the Lord.
For the compassion to feel the hurts of the world.

We pray to the Lord.

For the imagination to tackle the problems of the world.

We pray to the Lord.

For the courage to resist the temptations of the world.

We pray to the world.
For the resilience to absorb the defeats of the world.

We pray to the Lord.
For the stamina to endure the trials of the world.

We pray to the Lord.

Heavenly FathereHhhhhhhhhhhh, lay your grace upon us so  that the name of Christ may be honored in all our living and even in our dying.  We ask this through Christ, our Lord:

Amen.

CLOSING THOUGHT

Originally, the name “Christian” was a term of derision coined by the enemies of the followers of Jesus.  They mocked the followers of Jesus by calling them “little Christs” – Christians.  But those early followers of Christ realized the appropriateness of this intended slur and wore it as a badge of honor.  We are “little Christs” – we share in his life and in his work.

June 9, 2002

Tenth Sunday of Ordinary Time – Cycle A
THE HEARTBREAK EVERY PARENT KNOWS
INTRODUCTORY THOUGHT

No matter how good a parent you are, there are times when your kids are going to embarrass or infuriate you.  We all know that children have to try out their own wings and that rebellion is a part of growing up.  But it hurts when our children no longer want to spend time with us.  It hurts when they go against our teachings.  Heartbreak is a part of every parent’s life.

PENITENTIAL RITE
Let us pray to the Lord to forgive us for grieving the Father’s heart:

Lord Jesus, your wept over Jerusalem for slaying the prophets.

Lord, have mercy.
Christ Jesus, your grieved over the young ruler who turned away.

Christ, have mercy.

Lord Jesus, you felt pain for every fallen and lost soul.

Lord, have mercy.  

THE READINGS
Reading I   --  Hosea 6:6

What a stunning indictment of the faith of the ancient Israelites!  Their piety was like the morning dew that passes way when the sun rises. Their sacrifices were habitual acts rather than heartfelt gestures of repentance. God brought judgment against his faithless children for their loveless worship, though it broke his heart to do so.

Reading II  --  Romans 4:18-25

It’s easy to see why God chose Abraham to be the father of a mighty nation.  He was a deeply devoted son of God.  He never questioned or doubted God’s promise.  Abraham believed in the impossible because he trusted in the invisible.  He was fully persuaded that God would do whatever he had promised.

Gospel        --  Matthew 9:9-13

Jesus chose his friends by looking into their hearts rather than by checking the social register.  His choice of friends offended the properly religious leaders of his day but Jesus rebuffed their criticisms.  He told to learn the meaning of the words: “It is mercy I desire and not sacrifice.”   God cares about character more than “churchmanship.”

GENERAL INTERCESSIONS

We break the heart of God when we go through the motions of religion.  He knows the difference between loving obedience and empty ritualism.  Let us pray for a renewal of heartfelt religion:

That the song on our lips might reflect the sentiment in our hearts.

We pray to the Lord.
That the prayer we utter might come from the depth of our souls.

We pray to the Lord.
That the creed we recite might reveal the intention of our minds.

We pray to the Lord.
That the offering we give might express our care for the world.

We pray to the Lord.   

That the devotions we chant might strengthen our bond to the church.

We pray to the Lord.

That the genuflections we make might deepen our humility before God.

We pray to the Lord.

O Lord, we learn to go through the motions of faith at such an early age that we lose sight of their true meaning and purpose.   Make the old symbols and rituals of our faith come alive with new excitement and new relevance.  In Christ’s name we pray:

Amen.

CLOSING THOUGHT

So much of the religious life has become routine and mindless.   We no longer tremble when we approach God in prayer.  We no longer rejoice when we sing a hymn of praise.  We no longer sorrow when we confess our sins.  We no longer wonder when we receive the Eucharist.  What would it be like to recapture the vitality of worship?

June 16, 2002

Eleventh Sunday in Ordinary Time – Cycle A

…BUT THE WORKERS ARE FEW!
INTRODUCTORY THOUGHT
The Church has never depended exclusively on religious orders to do the work of the Church.  The laity has always played a crucial supporting role.  Never has the need for faith workers been greater than the present.  Both clergy and lay volunteers need to come together to do the work that Jesus has given us – to spread the gospel, to teach the young, and to help the needy.

PENITENTIAL RITE

Let us ask the Lord to forgive us for shirking our duties as faithful workers:

Lord Jesus, you warned against building on a shaky foundation.

Lord, have mercy.
Christ Jesus, you warned against planting in shallow soil.

Christ, have mercy.
Lord Jesus, you called followers to be faithful unto death.

Lord, have mercy.
THE READINGS

Reading I   --  Exodus 19:2-6

God made a special covenant with the children of Israel.  He had brought them out of Egyptian slavery.  He saved them from the dangers of the desert.  He revealed his law to them.  He made them a “kingdom of priests” to share in his work.  God promised that they would be a special possession to him forever if they kept his covenant.   

Reading II  --  Romans 5:6-11

We see the pattern of the service we owe to God in Jesus.  He demonstrated the rarest kind of love.  He laid down his life for sinful men and women. “While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”  That’s the kind of selfless service that God wants from each of us – doing good to those most in need.

Gospel       --  Matthew 9:36-10:8

Jesus was overwhelmed by the magnitude of the needs of the people that followed him wherever he went.  He knew that he could not begin to meet those needs.  He had to depend on his disciples to begin to do the work of preaching and healing.  He sent them out as workers in fields that were ready for harvest.

GENERAL INTERCESSIONS

We know that God formed the church to send laborers into the field to continue the work of Christ on earth.  Let us pray that God will send us out to cast out demons, to heal the sick, to raise the dead:

Send us as workers for Christ to feed the hungry.

We pray to the Lord.
Send us as workers for Christ to shelter the homeless.

We pray to the Lord.
Send us as workers for Christ to free the addicted.

We pray to the Lord.

Send us as workers for Christ to befriend the outcast.

We pray to the Lord.
Send us as workers for Christ to cure the diseased.

We pray to the Lord.
Send us as workers for Christ to comfort the dying.

We pray to the Lord.
Heavenly Father, we know that your Son Jesus has chosen us as he chose his disciples to carry out his mission and message.  Grant us the strength to do the work he has called us to do.  We ask these things in the name of Jesus Christ, our Lord.

Amen.

CLOSING THOUGHT
Each one of us has a job to do.  The ways of God are like a great network of intersecting actions and relationships.  If we fail to do our job, there is a rip in the fabric of God’s world.  That one tear might have been the crucial moment in a confluence of important activities and relationships.  No one can take our place if we fail to do the work we have been called to do.

