3rd Sunday in Ordinary Time, Cycle. C. 2022.
A suitor in Wales who was rebuffed for 42 years eventually won his fair lady. After writing 2184 love letters, the persistent but rather shy man receiving neither written or nor spoken answer, summoned enough courage to present himself in person. He knocked on the lady’s door and asked her hand. To his delight and surprise she accepted! The couple married at 74 years age.
A clear purpose in life gives meaning to life. It is like a wheel, with every spoke filled into it to make a strong and perfect circle. Without such a hub, the spokes will not rotate evenly and your wheel will lack strength, will tend to break apart on the first good hump it hits. Given a strong hub, a strong purpose, a person can take a surprising number of shocks and bumps on the outside rim without sustaining permanent damage.
Jesus after his baptism, was led by the spirit for 40 days in the wilderness, tempted by the devil. There in those long days of honest self-searching and His communion with God, He clearly perceived the purpose of His life. He returned from there with a strong determination to carry out that purpose even though He had to reaffirm that determination not to let his concern for peoples’ physical needs, their poverty and their sickness, and their desire for some immediate material advantage swerve Him from a greater ministry to their empty souls.
A clear purpose gave meaning to his life. He had a strong determination to go ahead. No wonder He was able to take a surprising number of shocks and bumps on the outside rim without suffering serious setbacks.
At Nazareth, on a Sabbath day, when Jesus stood up to read in the synagogue, He was given the passage from the Book of Isaiah which glows with the message of God’s goodness and compassion. There He found the perfect description of the mission He was called to fulfil: to preach the good news to the poor, to set at liberty those who are oppressed; to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.
It is very important to get the Gospel right. The first thing is Jesus came with the good news, not bad news. The Gospel is good news for everybody, but doubly good news for the poor. Who are the poor? They are those who, realizing their sinfulness are hungering and thirsting for God’s love and mercy. They will get them in abundance. It is not a question of whether or not one deserves them. To receive them is not a sign of our worthiness but a sign of God’s goodness. This, of course, was a terrible blow to people like Pharisees, who were convinced that one can be one's own light and one's own justification, and that God is there only to issue the stamp of confirmation on one's own justification.
However, the good news must not be limited to spiritual blessings only. The poor are all the wounded and little ones; the blind, the oppressed, the captives, and all those who are waiting for the liberator. Jesus did not come to minster to the wealthy, the privileged and the powerful. There is no liberation for those who, bloated with pride and the conviction of their own virtue, do not see themselves as sinners and in need of redemption. Nor is there liberation for those who, relying on the things that counted for nothing with Jesus (power and prestige), think that they deserve it before everybody else. “Happy are you who are poor, yours is the Kingdom of Heaven”(LK: 6.20)
The Gospel message is beautifully amplified by St. Paul in his letter to the Corinthians (Second Reading). He says, together we are the body of Christ, in him we find our unity and purpose. He chooses the image of the body to flesh out the theology of the baptized. For just as the body is made up of many parts, so too is the body of Christ, the Church. We know that when the human body is working well, without aches and pains, we feel fine. But even the smallest ache or discomfort can undermine that feeling of well-being.
The same way is the body of Christ. If one part suffers, all the parts suffer with it, if one part is honored, all the parts share its joy. In other words, the struggle of one is the struggle of all. Therefore, as believers, we can never be unmoved by the struggle of another. Just as Christ identifies with humanity in all its struggles, we are called to reach out to all in need just as we would rejoice and give thanks with all who are happy. Just as Jesus knew himself to be the anointed one of God to bring glad tidings to the poor and recovery of sight to the blind, proclaim liberty to the captives, let the oppressed go free, and proclaim a year acceptable to the Lord, we are anointed to do the same.
A craftsman can take material that's worth only 5 dollars and make an article worth 50 dollars. That’s skill. An artist can take a 50 cent piece of canvas, paint a picture on it, and make it worth a thousand dollars. That’s art. But God- and only God- can take a life, sinful and without joy wash it in the blood of Christ, put His Spirit in it, and make it a blessing to humanity. That’s salvation.
