St. Mary of the Angels    Sunday  OT 22 B   8/29/31
Dt. 4:1-2,  6-8;  James 1:7-18, 21b-22, 27;    Mark 7:1-8, 14-15, 21-23

My Brothers and Sisters,

On the Church calendar, today is the 22nd Sunday in Ordinary Time.

But, on the world calendar, today is August 29th, just two days before an iron door closes on Afghanistan.  For better and for worse, a long era comes to an end, but the tragedy that is Afghanistan will go on and on. We know that.  What can we say?  What is God saying to us?

As usual, God does not give answers, but God points us toward life.

In our first reading from the Book of Deuteronomy, Moses said to the people: “Now, Israel, hear the statutes and decrees which I am teaching you to observe, that you may live …” (“teaching …that you may live…”)
In our second reading, St. James urges us:
“Humbly welcome the word that has been planted in you and is able to save your souls.” (repeat)

In the time of the Desert Fathers and Desert Mothers of the fourth century, it was customary for a younger monk to go to an elder and say, “Speak to me a word, father, or, speak to me a word, mother, that I may live.”  
In all three instances you will notice that the word is given or planted or sought, not for knowledge, but for life, for salvation, for nourishing one’s soul. 

Many commentators will have many words about Afghanistan: about what went wrong, what should have been done, who is to blame, how decisions were or were not made, etc.  But, those words will have little to do with nourishing life, and probably not much in offering hope.  There will be plenty of people, like the Pharisees of today’s Gospel, who only see the outside of things and speak negative words.  Those words were not helpful then and are not helpful now.
But, I do believe that God plants a word in each of us, a word to nourish us, a word that speaks to our soul. It may be a word for just this day, or, it may be a word abiding for some time.  But, it is a word to live by.
As a nation, the word may be a word of apology, a request for forgiveness, an admission of failure, a promise to help, perseverance in negotiation.

But, as individuals, far away from that conflict, God might have another word for us right here at home in our own struggles, words like peace – kindness – love – care – mercy – patience – generosity. These are just a few of many life giving words.
A couple of weeks ago, at the end of the Tokyo Olympics, a particular story caught my attention – perhaps, yours as well.  It was the story of 25 year old Maria Andrejcyk of Poland.

Maria won a silver medal in the javelin throwing contest.

It was a great achievement.  She had almost won 4 years previously in the Olympics in Rio– missed out by a couple of centimeters. But since then, she had had a shoulder injury and suffered from bone cancer.

So, winning the silver now was a great triumph over suffering and failure.

But, learning of an 8 month old boy who was dying in hospice care and needing immediate heart surgery in the U.S for survival, and whose family was poor, she decided to put her silver medal up for auction.  A Polish supermarket chain won the auction, paying $125,000 dollars – all of which Maria gave to the family of the boy.

But, the story does not end there.  Zabka, the supermarket chain, realizing what Maria had done, decided to return the medal to Maria, -- and did so.
What word was planted in Maria?  Probably, compassion.  Having received compassion in her own sickness and surgeries, she had compassion on this tiny 8 month old boy.

What word was planted in the managers of Zabka, the supermarket chain?  Probably, generosity.  They gave from an abundance received, -- but then also some compassion in returning the medal.

Not surprisingly, as I scanned articles about Maria and this event, I discovered that she is a “devout Catholic.”  Those were the same words used of Amanda Gorman, who wrote and delivered her poem, “The Hill We Climb” at President Biden’s inauguration: a “devout Catholic”. And what was Amanda’s word? Perhaps, her word was hope.
And what words are planted in us when we hear of these people and consider these events? Gratitude – encouragement – hope – compassion – courage – kindness -inspiration?

You will notice that the word received, the word planted, becomes the word to give, the word to act upon.  As St. James says today, “Be doers of the word and not hearers only.”
Compassion received becomes compassion given

Out of an abundance received comes generosity given.

Hope received becomes hope given.
So, what is the word to be planted in you and me -- at least for today?

What is the word given to us that we may live, and may save our souls – and the souls of others?
As we look at Afghanistan, broken and suffering – also at broken Haiti, -- at our own broken Country, cities, and Church – maybe even at our own broken homes and families, and ourselves, what is the word God wants to plant in each of us, so that we may act out of that word for others?  

As we continue our Eucharistic celebration, and prepare to receive the Word made flesh, let us ask Jesus to share the word He wants us to hear and act upon, this day.
It is for us to do now what the boy Samuel did long ago in the Temple: place ourselves before God and say, “Speak, Lord, your servant is listening.”
                                                            Kenneth J. Hughes, SJ

                                                            Brighton, Mass. 8/29/21

