St. Mary of the Angels    Sunday  OT 31 C    10/31/21
Deuteronomy 6:2-6;  Hebrews 7:23-28;   Mark 12:28b-34

My Brothers and Sisters,

I don’t know about you, but, for me, too much is happening too fast!  
I feel overwhelmed right now.
On the world stage we just had President Joe Biden meeting with Pope Francis, now have the G20 summit in Rome, and tomorrow COP26 will begin in Glasgow– all dealing with huge issues of poverty and peace, of Global warming and world finances, of migrants and refugees – and especially how to bring the vaccines to poorer nations..

In Church affairs, the American bishops will soon be meeting and it is questionable whether the bishops can heal divisions among themselves never mind bring healing to our Church.
Spiritually, we celebrate All Saints day tomorrow and All Souls day Tuesday with our own Saint Mary of the Angels Remembrance Day next Sunday. Right now, our deceased loved ones are so present in our thoughts.
And locally, we have Halloween tonight, and elections on Tuesday with the first woman mayor of Boston to be voted into office, -- a moment to celebrate, no matter who is chosen; but we also have our sick, Janice and John, to attend to – and tragically we also have the Mass and Cass crisis at our doorstep.
It is all so overwhelming!

I feel so uncertain of what to say.

But, into this complicated and chaotic picture steps today’s Scribe from St. Mark’s Gospel.

Unlike the chief priests, Scribes, elders, Pharisees, Sadducees and Herodians who have been attacking Jesus and trying to ensnare him, this Scribe is a sincere man seeking truth and wisdom.

The omitted line before today’s Gospel reads, “When [the Scribe] came forward and heard them [i.e. all the adversaries I just mentioned] disputing and saw how well [Jesus] answered them, he asked him, “Which is the first of all the commandments?”
This man had been observing carefully what had been going on and realized that only Jesus could tell him if his own thinking was correct. Only Jesus could tell him if he was on the right path.  So, he begins with the most fundamental question of all: which is the first of all the commandments?
Jesus senses that this man really wants to know where and how he must focus his life. So Jesus answers the man’s question more fully than requested to include the second commandment: to love one’s neighbor as oneself,” – and to link them together as one.  Fulfilling these two commandments is the key to eternal life and to happiness.
It seems that the Scribe had already linked the two commandments in his own thinking.  He is delighted with this confirmation, and pushes it further by adding: to love God with one’s whole being and to love one’s neighbor as oneself is far more important than burnt offerings and sacrifices.
At this point, Jesus can only nod and acknowledge the young man’s insightful conclusion: “You are not far from the Kingdom of heaven.”

There is no further conversation.  Probably because none of the bystanders wanted to carry it further.   To love one’s neighbor as oneself was far too challenging – much easier to stick to burnt offerings and sacrifices.

Last week, from Wednesday to Wednesday, I was giving a retreat to the Carmelite Sisters here in Roxbury. If you draw a straight line from SMA to Mt. Carmel, it would be about a mile and a half.  If you extended that line a half mile further, you will arrive at Mass and Cass.  I was quite aware that Mt. Carmel stands between SMA and Mass and Cass.
The Sisters do not have hands to reach out to heal the wounds of Mass and Cass.   But they do have hearts that, through silence, prayer and sacrifice, reach deep into the compassionate heart of God.  They are doing their part.  I felt much consolation in being with them for the week, felt strengthened by them and their prayer, and yet still felt helpless in the nearby presence of some 350 people who are battered and bruised and, for various reasons, living outdoors in tents.

Here at SMA, I know that some of you are involved in seeking and helping with resettlement, and perhaps there are ways that more of us can help. I do not know.  What I do know is that my love of God – and probably yours too -- is being tested by these, our brothers and sisters, living on the sidewalk with winter winds soon upon us.  
Is there hope?  Yes.  
I hear professional people talking about reverencing each person.  
I hear caution about too quick solutions.  
I hear protest against forced procedures and unhealthy alternative places.  
These professionals need our support.  Sacrifices will have to be made, inconveniences tolerated.  Our own words and actions of support are important.  And prayer.  We, like the Sisters, can pray that the Holy Spirit work actively in us and in each person to bring new life out of this barren landscape.  It is a time to put faith to work.

Individually, we are so limited.  But, as a community, SMA has always brought a power and creativity well beyond its size.  May we rise to this challenge as well.  Perhaps, the biggest consolation is knowing 
   that we all feel anguish for the afflicted, 
   that we all have compassion, and 
   that, because of our faith in God and in one another, we know we have the minds to create, the hearts to care and the hands to help.  May we do, with God’s blessing, whatever we can.
                                                                 Kenneth J. Hughes, SJ

                                                                 Brighton, Mass.  10/31/21      
