St. Mary of the Angels   Sunday  OT 23C    9/4/22
Wisdom 9:13-18b;  Letter to Philemon;  Luke 14:25-33

My Brothers and Sisters,

Last Sunday, I mentioned that Jesus was an uncomfortable guest when dining with self-important people like some of the leading Pharisees. Jesus could make people feel uncomfortable. He had the habit at those meals of doing uncomfortable things like curing people even though it was the Sabbath or asking uncomfortable questions that exposed their selfishness and greed.

The uncomfortableness continues today.

For our second reading, we have an uncomfortable letter written by St. Paul to his good friend, Philemon. And, for our Gospel, we have Jesus preaching an uncomfortable message to the great crowd following Him.
So, let us look at St. Paul’s letter and let us listen to Jesus’ message.

Hopefully, they will both make us uncomfortable and stir us to look more carefully at our own thinking and behavior. 

First, St. Paul’s Letter to Philemon.

St. Paul and Philemon were very dear friends.  In fact, St. Paul stayed with Philemon for some time on one of his missionary journeys. Now, Philemon had a slave by the name of Onesimus who was attracted to St. Paul and his message about Jesus.  So, after Paul had left and moved on, Onesimus ran away from Philemon, made his way to Paul, and, in time, became a Christian and devoted co-worker with Paul. Paul, in his letter spoke of himself being a “father” to Onesimus and even called him, “my own heart.”

But, Paul knew that the time had come for Onesimus to return to Philemon.  And here was the tricky part. Paul wanted Philemon to accept Onesimus, not as a slave, --never mind being a runaway slave, -- but as a beloved brother.  He placed Philemon in an uncomfortable position with a difficult dilemma.
The question was: would Philemon’s heart be big enough to welcome Onesimus as a free and equal brother, or, would he, out of fear of what the other slaves might think and do, only accept him as a returned slave?  Philemon was caught between his love for Paul and his own position as an owner of slaves in a society of slavery. Indirectly, you might say that Paul was challenging slavery. But, for the moment, he was only concerned about the welfare of this man, who had become a brother and friend.  Would Philemon accept him as a brother and friend for the sake of his own friendship with Paul? What would Philemon choose?  What did Philemon choose? We don’t know.

What we do know is that Christians read St. Paul’s Letter to Philemon for almost two thousand years before finally beginning – only beginning – to get the message. We may not have to accept everyone as our friend, but we do have to accept everyone freely as our brother and sister. 

Our culture tolerates many slavish evils: inequality, racism, intimidation, violence, blatant lies, etc.  Our Christian belief demands inclusivity, tolerance, forgiveness, generosity, kindness.  There are times when we have uncomfortable choices to make too between our worldly culture and our Christian belief, between our comfort and the Gospel.  To do nothing or to say nothing just won’t do. Like Philemon, we have to make a choice and act on the choice.  I would like to think that Philemon rose to the challenge and welcomed Onesimus as an equal brother, not only for his love of St. Paul, but for his love of Onesimus too.
The Gospel, today, continues the theme of uncomfortable choices, three of them. 
First, choices about our priorities in our life. 

Hating parents, etc. does not mean actually hating our parents.  It means putting God first above everyone and everything.
· putting God first means making sure we take time to talk with God each day, talk about our concerns and God’s concerns.
· putting God first means taking time to worship God each week, to be part of the worshipping community.  Worship needs community.
· putting God first means forming our families around God and with love.

· putting God first means asking ourselves in difficult situations: WWJD: “What would Jesus do?”  i.e., We want to put on the mind of Christ. 

Second, choices about taking up crosses.

We all have crosses to pick up and carry.  

Crosses of ill health, of family squabbles, of work competition, of caring for others.

The question is: how do we carry them?  Willingly or grudgingly?
I sense that riders of the Orange Line have embraced the cross of this month’s closure – and it is a cross! -- with grace, patience and humor. 

Voting can be a cross, but our democracy depends on our carrying that cross right now and in November.

Our own limitations and failures can be crosses, but in bearing them willingly, we become more patient with others.

Third, choices about possessions. 

Renouncing possessions is another way of saying that what I have is in service to others – to my family, my friends, my co-workers, my clients, my church community and, especially, to those in need.  Possessions are for service.
My Brothers and Sisters,

Both St. Paul’s Letter to Philemon and the Gospel today can make us feel uncomfortable.  But that is the beauty of our faith.  Would following Jesus and living his Gospel be worth it if there were not challenges that kept pushing us beyond ourselves and further into the great heart and mind of God?  It is a privilege to be called to be a disciple of Jesus, a privilege worth the cost. The sacrifices are so little compared with the promises of peace and joy for those who accept the challenges and follow Him.

                                                              Kenneth J. Hughes, SJ

                                                              Brighton, Mass.  9/4/22 
