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12th SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME – CYCLE A

WHEN YOU ARE SURROUNDED BY WHISPERS

The Text: Jeremiah 20:10-13


You know the feeling, don’t you?  You enter the room, and approach a circle of your acquaintances standing over in a corner.  Their back is turned, and they do not realize you are close until you are within earshot of their conversation.  That is when you hear your name on their lips.  They turn and see you, and the conversation stops mid-syllable.  Their faces finish the sentence for them.  They were talking about you.  Of course, they try to cover it up, to change the subject, to disguise their embarrassment.  But it is too late.  You have been wounded by whispers.


Do you remember how that felt?  Did you want to defend yourself?  Or retaliate?  Did you repay them by whispering against them later to your friends?  Or did you want to curl up in a ball, and avoid crowds altogether for awhile?  Sometimes, when you have been whispered against, it is easy to exaggerate the moment, to become paranoid, thinking everyone is talking against you.  


It is an understandable paranoia, isn’t it?  And especially so if you have done something, or said something, unpopular.  When you stand alone against the popular stream, whether you are in the wrong or in the right, you are vulnerable to the whispers.  And given enough time, every one of us gets our turn on that difficult seat.  So how do we survive, when it is our turn to be surrounded by whispers?  That is the subject of our Old Testament lesson today.


First, remember that those who criticize you do not have the last word about you.

Jeremiah, the prophet, preached in Judah during a particularly difficult time in the history of his people.  The country was under attack from Babylon.  The people sought from the preacher a positive word, some comfort and assurance that God would rescue them and protect them.  But God gave Jeremiah no such comforting word.  He had to stand and preach the word no one wanted to hear.  For fifty long years of ministry, Jeremiah proclaimed an unpopular message to unreceptive ears and hearts.  During those years he angered the political leaders, and alienated his friends.  He spent several years in hiding, just to save his life.  And in the end, after fifty years of preaching, he had less than a handful of converts to show for his effort.  Pretty difficult calling, don’t you think?


No wonder Jeremiah thought people were whispering against him.  They really were.  Many times he begged God for an easier task, or at least a more popular message.  But to his credit, he stayed true to his calling and to the hard message of God for that difficult time.  And in the end, Jeremiah died thinking his ministry had failed to make any impact, any difference.


But we do not know the impact of a life.  In the present moment, our judgement of success and failure is about as accurate as weather forecasts.  We are wrong much more often than we are correct.  The gradual unfolding of time often weighs our lives very differently than we think during the course of our lifetimes.  Successes may fade to irrelevance, wisdom may ultimately appear foolish, and apparent failure may be judged by history’s wider angle of vision to be a major triumph.  One lifetime is not enough time to know the whole story.


When Jesus died on a cross, Pilate lived sumptuously in his governor’s palace.  But in the end, Jesus is honored, and Pilate despised.  The Apostle Paul was beheaded outside the gates of Rome, while Nero reigned as Caesar inside the city.  But under the longer perspective of history, Paul is honored far more than Nero.  Today people name their sons Paul, and their dogs Nero.  You see, a lifetime is just too short to know the whole story.  Jeremiah’s message was rejected by his hearers, but recorded by his faithful scribe Baruch.  And centuries later, Jeremiah’s sermons found their greatest impact, as they were saved by Jewish scribes in holy scripture, quoted by Jesus and the apostles in the New Testament, and continue to inspire and instruct believers to the present day.  But can anyone recall the name of those who whispered against him?  Forgotten.


Are you the victim of the whispers?  Remember Jeremiah, and trust the God who reigns over history.  If you do what is right, whether is currently popular or not, you will ultimately find vindication, even if it is beyond your own lifetime.  As Abraham Lincoln once said, when he was surrounded by critics during the American Civil War, “I would rather lose in an effort that will ultimately be found in the right, than to win on the side of an effort that history will realize was wrong.”


Second, remember to trust God to vindicate you.  Do not take retaliatory measures yourself.

Jeremiah prayed that God would visit punishment on his enemies.  He wanted to see their whispering and plotting brought to light, and exposed for the cowardice that it was.  He did not want them to get away with their deceit.  Can you blame him for those thoughts?  What person, stung by the character assassination of innuendo, or gossip, or rumor, has not felt the same desire for justice?  But notice that Jeremiah does not take this matter into his own hands.  He prays an honest prayer, asking God for retribution and vindication, because that is how he really feels.  But he stops short of personal retaliation himself.  He does not plot the fall of his enemies.  He does not waste time defending himself in the court of public opinion.  He does not lash out against those who oppose him.  Jeremiah lets God do the judging.  He trusts God to bring justice in the end.  And he is right.  Not only because God only can judge, but because our efforts of self-defense almost always backfire.  Again, Abraham Lincoln’s words ring true, “When you are criticized, do not waste your time on self-defense.  Your enemies will not believe it.  And your friends do not need it.”


Jeremiah ends our scripture lesson for today with a song of praise and trust in God.  This is the God David told us would “prepare a table for us in the presence of our enemies.”  It is the God about whom Job said, “Even if He slay me, I will trust Him.”  And it is the God Jesus trusted on the cross, when he was surrounded by mockery and whispers.  For when every whispering lip falls silent, and the clock ticks its last time, this is the God who will have the last word, the only word, about us all.
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13th SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME – CYCLE A

GREAT DOORS SWINGING ON SMALL HINGES

The Text: Matthew 10:37-42


Do little things matter?


The great luxury ship, Titanic, sank during its maiden voyage from England to America.  This was the ship built to be unsinkable.  She boasted the finest technological and nautical specifications of that era.  No expense was spared.  But Titanic sank in the cold North Atlantic, on a clear night in calm waters.  The investigation of the tragedy that claimed over 1500 lives showed that the great ship was doomed due to a rudder too small to make the huge ship turn in time to avoid striking the iceberg spotted by the watchman on duty.  What a tragic irony!  A great ship lost over such a little thing as an undersized rudder!


Do little things matter?


A pastor who kept his faith and helped serve others during a horrific POW experience was asked to name the most influential person in his life, the hero of faith who challenged and shaped his calling to become the great pastor he had become.  Most people thought he would name one of his seminary theologians, or one of the saints of the Church.  But he answered without pause, and said, “the most influential person to my faith and calling as a pastor was Miss Emma, the nanny who baby-sat me after school when I was seven years old.  I had learned my ABC’s at school, but it was Miss Emma who first taught me to memorize the scripture.  She taught me the Bible using the ABC’s:


A  A soft answer turns away wrath.

B  Be ye kind, one unto another.

C  Cast all your cares on the Lord, for He cares for you.

D  Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.

E  Every perfect gift comes from God.
. . . well, you get the picture.  If it were not for her, I would have gone crazy in that POW camp.  But she helped me hide the scripture in my heart.  I owe more to her than to all my professors and all the other saints of the Church.”


Do little things matter?  I think so.  And so does Jesus.  Our Gospel lesson today features a saying from our Lord about the importance of little things, even something so little as the small act of offering a cup of cold water to a thirsty person.  Apparently Jesus thinks little things matter greatly.  For often, small acts of charity and generosity become the hinges upon which huge doors of history swing.


Small acts of kindness are the basic building blocks of a life of service to the world in the name of Christ.


Jesus called his disciples to love him more than parents, children, and even more than life itself.  He challenged them to take up crosses and follow him.  These words must have stunned the disciples, as they do us today.  Such grand sacrifice seems so far beyond our ability that we left hopeless and paralyzed.  How can we even begin to follow Christ when the cost of following is pitched so steep?


Did Jesus perceive the shock and despair of his disciples?  Probably so.  Perhaps that explains his next words.  If anyone gives even a cup of cold water to one of these little ones because he is one of my disciples, I tell you the truth, he will certainly not lose his reward.  It is as if Jesus is helping break down the overarching truth of his call to sacrifice into a more bite-sized piece, a starting place, if you will.  We may not be able to imagine obeying a call to love God more than our own family, or more than our life.  We may balk at the thought of taking up a cross for the sake of the Kingdom of God.  But all of us can do a simple act of kindness like sharing a cup of water with someone who is thirsty, can’t we?  And this is Jesus’ point.  Even this small act of charity is a sacrifice, for it calls us to see our neighbor, perceive that they are thirsty, and be selfless enough to share our water rather than hoard it for ourselves.  Is this a little thing?  Well, yes and no.  Sharing a cup of water is a little thing, unless you are the thirsty one who needs it.


Great lives are composed, not of one heroic spectacular act, but a series of small acts of greatness spread over a lifetime.  This was the perspective of Dag Hammarskjold, who was Secretary General of the United Nations for many years.  He wrote in his diary, People who are worried about the world issues, about global problems, very easily forget the smaller issues.  If you are not willing to be good in the smaller circle of your family and friends, you can’t do anything for humanity as such.  It is better to be good with all one’s heart to one person than to sacrifice oneself for humanity in general.


This was the perspective of Jesus.  When it comes to those who follow him, and who represent him in the world, there is no such thing as service to people in general.  There are only people in specific.  Cups of cold water, words of kindness, anonymous acts of mercy, a listening ear, a helping hand—these are the simple acts, the little things, that change the world; one person, one moment, at a time.


Our lives, like the lives of those we meet in life, turn on small acts.  

It’s true, isn’t it?  Your favorite memories from your childhood are often not the great moments your parents planned for, saved for, and prepared for.  Often your favorite memory of your parents is a simple, ordinary moment.  A time they wept with you over a lost pet, or the way they laughed at your jokes, or packed your favorite sandwich in your school lunch.  The little things mean the most as time goes by.  


And small sets of words are hinges for our life doors too.  Think of the ways your life changed when you said or heard these small phrases:  

You’re hired.


I do.


Honey, I’m pregnant.


Come quickly, he’s dying.
Just a few words, like cups of cold water to the thirsty, can be the turning point of a lifetime.  And all of us can offer just a few words like I’m sorry, I love you, you are forgiven, or bless you.  These could be the words someone is thirsting for.  And offering them just might change a life.  Who knows?  God knows, that’s who.

June 23, 2002

Twelfth Sunday in Ordinary Time – Cycle A

WHEN YOU ARE SURROUNDED BY WHISPERERS
INTRODUCTORY THOUGHT

More homes are broken and lives are ruined by gossip than by any other cause.  That’s why we react so violently when we learn that we are the subject of a whispering campaign.  The temptation is to respond in kind to your detractors, or worse.  But that is not the Christian way.  We are to leave vengeance to God.

PENITENTIAL RITE
Let us ask the Lord to forgive us for responding in violence to personal criticism:

Lord Jesus, you suffered in silence the false accusations of your enemies.

Lord, have mercy.
Christ Jesus, you refused the use of violence for your own protection.

Christ, have mercy.
Lord Jesus, you counted on God to set things straight.

Lord, have mercy.

THE READINGS
Reading I   --  Jeremiah 20:10-13

The prophet Jeremiah was surrounded by whisperers that accused him of being a traitor to God and country.  Many of his accusers were his former friends.  How that must have grieved Jeremiah!  But he did not strike out at his detractors.  He put his trust in God to vindicate his name and deal with his persecutors.

Reading II  --  Romans 5:12-15

Paul reminds us that we live in a fallen world.  To secure ourselves in this sinful world, we often resort to strategies that worsen the human condition.  We spread half-truths about our competitors to gain an edge over them. But such whispering campaigns have a way of coming back to haunt the perpetrator.

Gospel       --  Matthew 10:26-33

Jesus encouraged his disciples to be bold in their proclamation of the Kingdom of God.  They had obviously heard rumors about the rising opposition to their Master’s teachings. There must have been talk of using violence to crush this new religious movement.  But Jesus promised his disciples that their souls were safe in God.

GENERAL INTERCESSIONS
We know that Jesus was an advocate of non-violence.  He taught us to turn the other cheek, to go the second mile.  But it’s very hard not to retaliate in kind when someone dumps on us.  Let us pray for the grace to return evil with good, as Christ commanded:

O Lord, free us from hatred for our nation’s enemies.

We pray to the Lord.

O Lord, free us from bitterness toward our personal critics.

We pray to the Lord.
O Lord, free us from anger against our disloyal friends.

We pray to the Lord.
O Lord, free us from joy over our enemy’s misfortune.

We pray to the Lord.
O Lord, free us from despair over our failing life.

We pray to the Lord.
O Lord, free us from smugness over our friend’s failures.

We pray to the Lord.
The way we deal with adversity is a measure of our strength of faith and depth of character. We pray for patience to outlive the indifference of our friends and the treachery of our enemies.  In Christ’s name:

Amen.

CLOSING THOUGHT
What a challenge Rudyard Kipling laid before his son and us:

If you can keep your head when all about you

    Are losing theirs and blaming it on you,

If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you,

    But make allowance for their doubting too;

If you can wait and not be tired by waiting,

    Or being lied about, don’t deal in lies,

Or being hated, don’t give way to hating,

    And yet don’t look too good, nor talk too wise:

                                -----

Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it,

    And – which is more – you’ll me a Man, my son!

June 30, 2002

Thirteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time – Cycle A

GREAT DOORS SWING ON SMALL HINGES
INTRODUCTORY THOUGHT

Historians have learned to look for triggering events that have brought about large-scale changes in society or break-through discoveries in science.  Often these “triggering events” are barely noticed at the time of their occurrence. A chance meeting, a trivial slight, or a curious connection may set in motion a process that changed the face of the earth.

PENTITENTIAL RITE
Let us ask the Lord to forgive us for underestimating the importance of the small things:

Lord Jesus, you taught that faith the size of a mustard seed can move mountains.

Lord, have mercy.
Christ Jesus, you taught that a cup of water will be remembered in the judgment.

Christ, have mercy.

Lord Jesus, you recognized that small deeds can have great consequences.

Lord, have mercy.

THE READINGS
Reading I   --  2 Kings 4:8-11, 14-16

A wealthy woman was generous enough to provide a small room where the prophet Elisha could stay when he stopped on his journeys.  She had no children of her own so furnishing a room for the prophet required no sacrifice.  It was such a small gesture, but out of gratitude for her hospitality, Elisha promised her a child of her own.  

Reading II  --  Romans 6:3-4, 8-11

Baptism seems like an insignificant ritual.  How could water and words be all that important?   But baptism is the means by which God has chosen to bestow the saving grace of Christ upon his children.  Through baptism, we are buried with Christ in his death and raised to new life in his resurrection.

Gospel       --  Matthew 10:37-42

Jesus describes discipleship in large terms:  “He who does not take up a cross and come after me is not worthy of me.”  But Jesus illustrates what taking up a cross means in small terms.  We can take up the cross of Christ by welcoming a stranger.  We can bear the cross of Christ by giving a cup of water.

GENERAL INTERSESSIONS
We are not required to prove our faith by heroic deeds. But we are expected to live our faith in the small deeds.  We ask for the courage to do small deeds of faithfulness, leaving the consequences to God:

That we might help the stranger feel welcome.

We pray to the Lord.
That we might help the lost child get home.

We pray to the Lord.

That we might help the elderly open doors.

We pray to  the Lord.
That we might help the homeless find shelter.

We pray to the Lord.
That we might help the unattractive find friends.

We pray to the Lord.
That we might help the jobless find work.

We pray to the Lord.
O Lord, we know that you promised us that the smallest deed of hospitality, generosity or compassion is never wasted.  Take our small efforts at doing good and use them to build a better world.  In Christ’s name we pray.

Amen.   

CLOSING THOUGHT

A familiar verse, sometimes attributed to Benjamin Franklin, stresses the importance of the little things: 
For want of a nail, the shoe was lost;

For want of a shoe, the horse was lost;

For want of a horse, the rider was lost; 

For want of a rider, the battle was lost; 

For want of a battle, the war was lost.

Great doors swing on small hinges!
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