Gloria R. Carpeneto, Homily, February 24,2019
7th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Cycle C
1 Samuel 26:2, 7-9, 12-13, 22-23; 1 Corinthians 15:45-49; Luke 6:27-38; Psalm 103, Our God is kind and merciful.


In the Jewish tradition, it’s said that the shortest distance between a human being and God is a story. So let’s begin this afternoon by bridging that gap between us and God a little by telling a story as it’s told by Joan Chittister …


She had been so wicked that in her whole life, she had done only good deed; she had given an onion to a beggar. So she went to hell. But as she lay there in torment she saw that very same onion, lowered down from heaven by an angel. She caught a hold of it, and the angel began to pull it up. The others who were in hell saw what was happening, and they caught hold of the onion too. She was indignant, and she screamed, “Let go! It’s my onion,” and as soon as she said the words “my onion,” the stalk broke and she fell back into the torments of hell.”   

So apparently one act of kindness in a lifetime is enough to be invited to live forever in the presence of God. In this story God extends Love, God extends Compassion, God extends Mercy. But we can almost see this woman  … hanging onto  a delicate onion stalk, screaming and kicking the others away, she broke that stalk. She could not believe in the goodness of God. God didn’t have to punish her; she did it all by herself.

And so we come to the lesson of today’s readings, a simple lesson that says that God is Love; that we are loved; and that our job is accept that Love, and be that Love for others in our lives. If anyone is old enough, you might  remember Charlie Eckman, the sports broadcaster on WFBR-AM radio in the 50’s and 60’s. He had a famous tag line, and I can almost hear Charlie saying, “God’s Love – It’s a pret-ty simple game.”  Be loved and pass it on. 
We saw this love-experienced-and-passed-along in our first reading today, from the 1st Book of Samuel,  a story written from somewhere around 700 years before the Common Era, or B.C. as we used to say. The Israelites were scared to death of the notoriously cruel Philistines, but instead of placing their trust in the covenant God had established with them, the Israelites demanded a human king, just like the Philistines had. While God was a little reluctant to appoint a human king,  God saw what the people wanted and gave it to them. So Saul became the first King of Israel. And he was a good king  for a while, but he was also subject to what were then called evil spirits, what  today we might call debilitating migraine headaches, or even bipolar personality disorder.  Whichever it was, a young shepherd boy named David was able to play the harp and calm the headaches for Saul.. Saul came to love David, and – what good fortune – David could not only herd sheep and play the harp, but he turned out to be a fine warrior as well. Soon David was going into battle with Saul, and racking up large wins for the kingdom. 

When Saul and David came back from their victories in battle, there would be rejoicing and singing in the streets, and the song would often go like this: Hail to Saul, who has slain thousands, and hail to David who has slain tens of thousands. Uh-oh, not good. It’s almost as though while Saul had won the electoral college, David had won the popular vote. This did not sit well with Saul (who apparently didn’t want to lose his base), and his former dear friend became his current mortal enemy. Soon David and Saul were on two sides of a battle fighting each other. And that’s where we entered the story today.

You know the rest. Saul was asleep, David snuck into his tent, and while he could easily have killed Saul in his sleep, he didn’t. Instead, David just took Saul’s spear and water jug and went back to his own camp. From there, David  called out to Saul that he could have killed him, but he didn’t. That should be proof enough of his love. Despite Saul’s repeated attempts to kill David, David would not lay a hand on him. In a perfect act of non-violent resistance to injustice, David loved his enemy.

I can’t believe that Jesus didn’t know this story from the Hebrew scriptures, because it models so perfectly that section of the Sermon on the Plain that we heard in Luke’s gospel this afternoon. These are sometimes called “the exhortations,” because in this section of his sermon, Jesus doesn’t mince words. He doesn’t speak in parables, or in any way that’s difficult to understand.  In just three paragraphs, Jesus tells us how to live. He tells us what we must do if we say we are his followers, if we say we are listening to his words, if we say we are walking with him.
Paragraph #1—Love your enemies. Figure out who those enemies are. Allow yourself to admit you don’t really want to love them. Then figure out how to love them anyway. Jesus gives examples pertinent to Jews and Romans two thousand years ago. We saw how David did it 2700 years ago, and we ask ourselves – how do I do that today? Be kind.
   
Paragraph #2 – Don’t do to others what you wouldn’t want done to you. Break the cycle of tit-for-tat, reactive hatred. Don’t kill Saul just because you have a chance. Treat him as you would want to be treated. You  wouldn’t want someone to wake you up from a sound  sleep by pouring water all over you, then pinning you to the earth with your own spear. So come up with an act of compassion and forgiveness to counteract the evil that has been done to you. Jesus is exhorting us to loving kindness in paragraph #2. Loving kindness, peaceful acts of non-violent resistance  – they have  worked for Gandhi and King and Mandela  and for Buddhists around the world, and they will work for us as well. Be forgiving.  
Paragraph # 3 – What you hand out will be returned to you. So never fail to look at others through the eyes of God. Be compassionate, nonjudgmental, forgiving, welcoming, inclusive, affirming, because karma, as they say is a …..  word I will not use in the sanctuary this afternoon. But you get Jesus’ drift. Don’t be afraid to share that onion stalk with others who suffer, even if their suffering would give you some joy. Your generosity or lack thereof will see you climb to heaven or drop back to a hell of your own making. Be generous. Be generous.  


In his letter to the Corinthians, Paul tells us that we are both earthly and spiritual beings, and that we are called to model our lives on the life of the Holy One who is Christ. That’s not always easy to do, but it couldn’t be easier to understand. Today’s responsorial Psalm is quite straightforward – Our God is kind and merciful. And Jesus’ invitation to us today  is just as straightforward. Three paragraphs, in fact just three words is all it takes. You can dress it up if you like, but the message of the Gospel is simply this – Be. Like. God.
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