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Is. 8: 23-9:3

I Cor. 1:10-13, 17
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Today we find ourselves already at the third Sunday of Ordinary Time.   In just a matter of a few weeks, Matthew’s gospel has swiftly moved our focus from the narrative of infant Jesus, to Jesus in exile to now, suddenly, fully adult Jesus about to launch his ministry. Luke’s gospel has filled in some glimpses of adolescent Jesus , such as the cameo appearance among the scholars in the Temple, but otherwise, we know very little about  Jesus’ experiences in the crucial years of his maturing into adulthood. There have been many very different speculations about those years. For instance, Rabbi Jesus author, Bruce Chilton, Marcus Borg and others have suggested that Jesus, the carpenter, might have been part of the labor force which built some of the Roman resorts around the Sea of Galilee and in the Decapolis area of northern Israel, and that he might have met Mary of Magdala during that phase of his life. Also, in addition to carpentry, Jesus might have begun to work on the side as a healer among troubled people in those areas. Other scripture scholars have thought that he might have spent some time with the Qumran community in the Dead Sea area. This was a sort of monastic prophetic group which had withdrawn from the influence of the Temple’s scholarly path, seeing it as contaminated by collaborators. John the Baptist is also thought to have spent time there, and that perhaps Jesus got to know John there? None of this is in the Bible, but it is certainly possible. What is clear is that in those years of coming to maturity, Jesus had many encounters and experiences which shaped his path - as is true for all of us. 

Just this past week, as I was preparing to write this homily, I happened to listen to a wonderful interview of former Maryknoll Father Roy Bourgeois. Most of you are familiar with his name, and perhaps know that he is a hero of RCWP for his courageous and unflinching support for women’s ordination, which has cost him his good standing as a Roman Catholic priest. In his interview, Roy discussed the things he has written in his 2022 book, Male Supremacy in the Catholic Church: An Insider’s View. Roy talks about some key experiences in his young adult years – as a young naval officer in Vietnam, and his growth into recognizing the evil of the segregated society in which he was raised in Louisiana. He points out pivotal moments that moved him to see what was wrong with war and with supporting inequality among people, and how the two were related. He was moved by the wisdom and witness of a Canadian Catholic missionary he encountered in Vietnam - to see that, in order to follow Jesus, he had to take a prophetic stance on those issues. He was led to seek ordination as a Maryknoll missionary. His experiences as a missionary in Africa and Latin America only deepened his commitment to the gospel of inclusion, so it was a natural for him to take an inclusive and prophetic stance with regard to women’s ordination as well when the RCWP movement arose in the beginning of the 21st century. Prayerful reflection and working for years alongside women Maryknollers had brought Roy to realize that these women were equally called, and that it was wrong to discriminate against them. His contemplation of the realities he encountered brought him to name the seminary training priests receive as an exclusivist and isolating experience; indeed,  an experience which taught men to see themselves as special and privileged when it came to leadership in the church. When he called for the ordination of women as priests and actually participated in an actual ordination of a woman, many of his fellow priests were angered. Pope Benedict XVI accused Roy of causing grave scandal in the church and ordered him to recant. “For me,” said Roy,” this was not possible….My conscience would not allow me to recant”(Shades of Martin Luther!) In 2012, Roy Bourgeois was expelled from the priesthood after serving for 40 years as a priest. 

When you think about it, in conscience, Roy was just following in the footsteps of Jesus. When John the Baptist was arrested in Judea, and subsequently executed, Jesus was shaken. He knew that his understanding of what the reign of God called for was the very same as that of John. He knew that God was calling him to proclaim this message somehow. So, he sought the silence of the desert in order to pray, and to try to make sense of what he had learned from his many experiences. He contemplated the things he had seen and heard in order to identify a path forward in answering his call. We see in the story of his temptations in the desert that he had to deal with strong urges to grab the proverbial brass ring; to short circuit the path by using the world’s ways when it came to power. He was sorely tempted to not wait to be led by the Spirit. When he left the desert, in spite of not seeing clearly how it would all play out, Jesus chose to go to Galilee (the land of Zebulon and Naphtali) instead of to Jerusalem. He took up residence in Capernaum, and began his preaching there, proclaiming the message, “Change your hearts and minds, for the kindom of God is at hand.” He was talking about a whole new way of being, a whole new community that was inclusive and diverse and whose power was not based on might and influence and wealth. Jesus was raising a clear challenge to the world’s power structures. His proclamation and his actions reflected his conviction that God desires to establish a reign of justice in the world in a way that contradicts the logic of empire. This is a dangerous gospel to preach because it has communal dimensions that call for universal solidarity and connection. No divide and conquer here! So, is it really good news and if so, for whom? Hint! This gospel has a decidedly anti-imperial edge. The church is okay with that as long as it can be limited to non-church issues. Unfortunately, the church tends to over-spiritualize its own power, denying its own imperial tendencies which help to trample on the gifts and the dignity and power of the vulnerable and marginalized! Jesus did not choose to preach to the religious powers in Jerusalem. Instead, he chose to preach and minister to people in a marginalized, oppressed area – Galilee. Capernaum was a small fishing village, and the disciples Jesus called there came from the working class, not the rich and powerful. 
Another way to look at the people to whom Jesus addressed his ministry is that they were by and large ordinary people who were surrounded by bad news – people in ill health,  people worried about their children, people being taxed into oblivion by Rome – not so different from our contemporary situation today! As human beings, what do we do with the bad news? Do we sometimes seek to hide the pain and suffering of our lives? To keep our heads down? To build a wall against the bad news of the wider world? There is plenty of bad news to go around. When Jesus gets the bad news about John the Baptist, his response is not to withdraw out of fear, but rather to ramp up his preaching of the Good News of the Reign of God, and to embody that reign in public despite the hostile reaction of the powerful. (And I might add, Roy Bourgeois did likewise in the face of Vatican opposition). No, Jesus did not hesitate; he did not wait for things to cool down. Rather, it is always in the darkest of life that Jesus comes and shines his light. So too, we are called – precisely when the darkness seems to overwhelm us to seek ever more purposefully the great Light that is the power of God in order to shine it in our very own circumstances – effectively giving us the power to begin to mend our own little corner of our broken world. 
As we go forward in life we come to realize that following Jesus necessarily  involves both continuity and discontinuity. Like Roy Bourgeois, we too are called to respond to the bad news, and not allow the complexity of the situation, or our fears or our prejudices to paralyze us or guide our response. Like Jesus and Roy, we can look for ways to embody the truth in our own particular time and -place; and that reality is that the kindom of God is real and present in the NOW, and that real power resides in the humblest places in our community. Like the fishermen called by Jesus to be his disciples, we too are simply called to change our minds and our hearts - reorder our priorities, placing the urgency of justice and peace at the very center of our everyday lives.
Amen.
