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TWELFTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME 

 June 25, 2017

GATHERING TIME (10-15 minutes)

Introduction to the Word:

A true story from the Toronto Star back in the 90’s: A boy was going unto the witness stand in court. He was asked by the judge to swear on the Bible to “tell the truth, and nothing but the whole truth, so help me God.” 
The judge asked him, “And do you know what will happen to you if you lie on the witness stand, after you have sworn on the Bible?” The boy answered, “W-well, you will go to Hell!” And the judge asked him, “And do you know what else will happen to you if you lie on the witness stand?” The boy wisely answered, “Isn’t that enough?”
Many of us learned as children, the fear of losing Heaven, and suffering the pains of Hell for all eternity.

The readings today remind us of the fears many of us have to endure at times.
We have undergone many fears and worries. I remember, as a child, walking to St Louis grade school back in the 1940s, worrying how these students would ever find a job after graduating; reading in the Kitchener-Waterloo Record then: “Third world war inevitable.” Students worry about career, vocation; persecution, refugees, cancer and many other health ailments; being criticized, bullied, broken relationships, those straying from their faith, completing assignments, and on, and on.
“Be Not Afraid” is the title of one of our Church’s more popular hymns. Its lyrics always seem so welcoming and inviting: “…I go before you, always, come follow me. “ “Be Not Afraid” has also been Jesus’ own watchword which he commonly passed on to His eager and faithful followers, a watchword we can sometimes hear whispered in the quiet of our hearts when in a time of travail.
Warm-up Activity (about 8-10 minutes):
It seems that living in today’s world presents so many “obstacles” to a person or family or a community wanting to live a relatively normal, uncomplicated but happy life, issues that did not exist in the past. To cite a few: job security, the cost of maintaining a household, the affordability of higher education for our children, health issues, etc., etc. If you were asked to place a priority on two or three personal fears and/or worries facing you and your family at this time, which would be near the top of your list? How well are you managing? Share your thoughts and experiences.

THEME

A Faith that can handle Fear
In today’s gospel, Matthew has Jesus emphasizing that the One who holds the ultimate power over us is the One who loves us the most. But if this is true, how are we to understand an exhortation we have heard many times in our growing up years—one that demands that we should actually fear God? Today, Matthew’s gospel shows us a Jesus who is simply recalling a theme deep in the Hebrew tradition: the intimate connection between fear and love of God (See Palms 33:18; 103:11,7;118:4) “What is meant by fear in these contexts is a complete awe and reverence …for the Creator, a demeanor that allows one always to act out of profound respect for their Maker, Rescuer, Sustainer and Judge of all,” says Fr. Dennis Hamm, S.J. (1998).
Another issue: If fear of God is meant to have such a positive meaning, why, then, does Scripture insist on the kind of negative words our catechism teachers have commonly applied to fear? An analogy will help: Think of the fear you have of offending someone you love. Are you not deeply pained when you discover that a word or act of yours has caused extreme pain? And do you not fear offending him/her further? That’s the nature of fear Jesus would have us feel toward the Father. When our love life is governed by this kind of fear of God, we discover that we really have nothing to be afraid of, because “Perfect love drives out fear,” says John (1 John 4:18).
Introduction to the Word

Leader:

As we prepare to hear God’s Word let us pray for the wisdom of the Spirit and the courage to act on the Spirit’s call.
Lord Jesus, you keep us from every evil and rescue us from every danger, Lord have mercy.

Christ Jesus, you teach us to always believe in the Father’s love, Christ have mercy.

Lord Jesus, you care for every human being, for every living creature. Lord have mercy. 



Let us pray:

Not in power and not in vengeance,

O Lord of the Prophets, but in weakness and compassion

did your Son come among us to address all our fears. To us who long to become
true disciples of the Saviour, give us the grace to take up our cross and follow Jesus, 
your Son, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, God forever. Amen
SCRIPTURE REFLECTION TIME (45 minutes)

(As Christians we believe that the WORD of God we hear proclaimed each Sunday is an empowering Word, and that God is present in the Word proclaimed. This is the Word that God wants us to hear today. The dynamic of the Small Christian Community is such that God’s Spirit becomes present, and the gifts of the Spirit are experienced as empowering and life giving).

FIRST READING (Jeremiah 20:7, 10–13)

Jeremiah cried out: “O Lord, you have enticed me, and I was enticed; you have overpowered me, and you have prevailed. I have become a laughingstock all day long; everyone mocks me. For I hear many whispering: ‘Terror is all around! Denounce him! Let us denounce him!’ 
All my close friends are watching for me to stumble. ‘Perhaps he can be enticed, and we can prevail against him, and take our revenge on him.’

“But the Lord is with me like a dread warrior; therefore my persecutors will stumble, and they will not prevail. They will be greatly shamed, for they will not succeed. Their eternal dishonour will never be forgotten.

“O Lord of hosts, you test the righteous, you see the heart and the mind; let me see your retribution upon them, for to you I have committed my cause. 

“Sing to the Lord; praise the Lord! For he has delivered the life of the needy from the hands of evildoers.”

The word of the Lord. Thanks be to God.
SECOND READING (Romans 5:12–15)

Just as sin came into the world through one man, and death came through sin, so death spread to all because all have sinned.

Sin was indeed in the world before the law, but sin is not reckoned when there is no law. Yet death exercised dominion from Adam to Moses, even over those whose sins were not like the transgression of Adam, who is a type of the one who was to come.

But the free gift is not like the trespass. For if the many died through the one man’s trespass, much more surely have the grace of God and the free gift in the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, abounded for the many. 
The word of the Lord. Thanks be to God.

GOSPEL (Matthew 10: 26–33)

A reading from the holy gospel according to Matthew. Glory to you, Lord.

Jesus summoned the twelve and sent them out with the following instructions: “Have no fear; for nothing is covered up that will not be uncovered, and nothing secret that will not become known. What I say to you in the dark, tell in the light; and what you hear whispered, proclaim from the housetops.

“Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul; rather fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell. Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from your Father. And even the hairs of your head are all counted. So do not be afraid; you are of more value than many sparrows.

“Everyone therefore who acknowledges me before others, I also will acknowledge before my Father in heaven; but whoever denies me before others, I also will deny before my Father in heaven.” 

The gospel of the Lord. Praise to you Lord Jesus Christ.

(Allow five to seven minutes for quiet and for a brief reflection

on a meaningful word or thought).

COMMENTARY:

Today’s first reading (Jeremiah). Every time we face the fears and trials listed in the above introduction, we are reminded that the Lord never fails to notice our fears and anxieties. Jeremiah, the very young prophet knew this well and relied heavily on his God for guidance and direction during his frequent times of frustration and fear. All his life, it seemed, he had to struggle mightily in the face of political and social crises. Yet, despite the frequent failure of a response to his prophetic message, Jeremiah never gave up proclaiming it; he prayed, “but the Lord is with me like a dread warrior.” He kept the faith and was a constant beacon of hope to a destitute people.
This reading is a profound human cry of distress, but also a grateful acknowledgement of the presence of God and the power of His Spirit in the movements of his life. And Jeremiah knows deep down that the Spirit will win out, and this promise assures him (and us) that the pain will be manageable.

In (Romans) Paul reminds us that “Just as sin came into the world through one man (Adam), and death came through sin, so death spread to all because all have sinned. This is the original cause of the chaos in the world. We think our world is bad today. St Peter remarked in his day, in Acts 2:40 “Save yourselves from this evil and corrupt generation.” All this chaos, caused by the sin of the first Adam, results in the Passion and Death of the 2nd Adam, Jesus, but through the Resurrection of Jesus, “much more surely has the grace of God and the free gift of the grace of this one man, Jesus, abounded for the many.”
Reflecting on the significance of today’s gospel, David Knight (Living God’s Word, 1998) observes accurately, that today [especially in 2016/7] we live in an age of cover-ups. Evil is done in high places [media elite, Hollywood elite, Wall Street elite], laws are broken by those sworn to uphold them. Truth is suppressed while half-truths [fake news] are fashioned into lies. Reputations are dragged through the mud and “dirty tricks” are part of the route to fortune and success. We are accustomed to the “administrative lie.” We easily disregard “official versions” in favour of the tabloid scandal. We know that news reports and commercials are financed by the same people, and that money speaks louder than truth. So we take assurance in Jesus’ words, “Have no fear, for nothing is covered up that will not be uncovered.” [brackets are mine]
Jesus warns us “Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul; rather fear him [or anything] that can destroy both soul and body in hell.” We do not only fear to find these in the “world”, but we can find them in our own back yard. 
These (people or things) can refer to those who have undue attachment to material things, over- indulging in the bodily appetites, addicted to technology (cell phones, computer, TV, etc.) where many have lost sight of the presence of God. Many have no time for prayer (vertical communication) … they are too busy on the latest gadget. 

 
All these are magnificent blessings from God. But rather than thanking God for these gifts, and using them for the honour and glory of God, and to help others, they cause many to have no time for the Lord. Then that person or thing becomes the “demon” in one’s life. Am I “hooked” by these distractions? Where do I rate between 1 and 10?
As the words of Jesus are made flesh in us, we pray that the Lord Jesus will always be the main focus in our lives. We actually become the light and renewal of the world. In Jesus’ own time, surrounded by a mere twelve apostles and a small number of ardent followers, his own mission had to be exceedingly daunting and dangerous. It remains so today, no question. Will not the God who knows every detail of the sparrow’s flight not lend his support and grace to the struggle of the believer? Surely we are worth more than many sparrows.
But the evidence of more than 2000 years bears credible testimony that if we have Jesus as our partner in God’s design for the world, than God’s Spirit, channelled through faith–filled followers, will continue to bring that work to completion, will continue to complete God’s reign. Maybe we should pay more attention to today’s Jeremiahs!

(Allow about 5 – 10 minutes for the participants to react to the Commentary with an insight or idea.)
Questions for Reflection and Discussion:
1. (Jeremiah 20:7) “O Lord, you test the righteous…”

a) Jeremiah was torn between a call to be a prophet with an unpopular message, and his own deep sense of inadequacy and unworthiness. Were there times in your life when you felt somewhat like Jeremiah, trying your best to do the right things, but nothing seemed to work? What were the circumstances?

b) Jeremiah had full-fledged arguments with God on many occasions. He argued about his vocation—“this being a prophet was not my idea,” he insists. 

Do you ever think of yourself as having too much responsibility; responsibility that you did not ask for nor deserve? If you could “choose your vocation” over again, what changes, if any, would you be inclined to make?
2. (Romans 5:12) “The one who is in Christ is a new creation.”
a) How does it affect you, when people look at you according to your potential rather than your faults? Who has been a significant person in your life in this regard?

b) Have you ever believed you were drowning, only to find yourself in the arms of safety? What does this teach you about faith?

c) Speak of a time when you actually felt like “a new creation.” 

3. (Matt 10:28). “Everyone who acknowledges me before others, him I will acknowledge before my father in heaven”. We can acknowledge Christ in many ways, some openly, and publicly, others are more subtle and not as obvious.

a) What are some of the public (i.e. observable) ways you acknowledge your faith? What are some of the more subtle ways? 

b) This is a general observation question: Is it your sense that the majority of Catholics you know are somewhat complacent about their faith (i.e. feeling quite OK about themselves and their relationship with God), or do they take their faith seriously? Comment.
c) I recall hearing that it is important to publish one’s values (including religious values) or else they may dissipate and even disappear. Are you inclined to publish (make observable) your faith values or keep them under wraps? How do you react to those public figures (usually in some major sport) who make frequent signs of the cross, or, in a post game interview, give thanks to their “Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ?”

CARING-PRAYING TIME: (15-20 minutes)

(This time is reserved for quiet prayer as well as for an action-response to the communal reflections. The intent is to ‘outreach’ to the larger community. The facilitator should allow for a moderate pause between each of the numbered suggestions for reflection and action.)

1. Word for the Week: “But the Lord is with me, like a mighty champion:

 my persecutors will stumble, they will not triumph” (Jeremiah 20:10)

2. Suggestion for the week: 
Dorothy Day was a champion of the poor. After her death in 1980, the New York Times called her America’s most influential Catholic. Describing her weeks of solitary confinement in jail for political protesting in her younger years, she says: “The only thing that brought comfort to my soul were psalms like Psalm 69 (Save me, O God, for the waters have come up to my neck….)”. Recite this on every day this week.

3. Intercessions: (Response: Lord, hear our prayer)

Leader: To the God whose love shelters the needy and protects the powerless, let us pray through Jesus, in whose mission and ministry we share:

 That Christians may proclaim from the housetops the good news of the kingdom, we pray…

That in place of the sin of hatred and the reign of war, the grace of forgiveness and the peace of Christ may abound, we pray…

That people surrounded by terror may not respond with violence but may yet prevail in reconciliation and God’s justice, we pray…

That those wounded by the whispers of gossip may find comfort in God, who knows the truth, and probes the heart, we pray…

That our parish may bring together people of all ages, ethnic identities and economic backgrounds, to celebrate God’s gifts of the summer, we pray…

That this celebration of the Lord’s Day may send us out into the world with the grace, courage and joy to proclaim the good news everywhere, we pray…

That the Lord Jesus may acknowledge before his Father in heaven our beloved departed, we pray…

That the people who make their home in the Holy Land – Jews, Muslims and Christians – mindful of a common God and Father – may not give up on their quest for justice and peace, but find ways to live life together with mutual acceptance, forgiveness and love, we pray …
How can we help you in prayer this week?

Let us pray
To us, sinners and yet disciples, O Lord of the harvest, you entrust a share in the mission of Jesus, who sent the twelve to proclaim the good news, and to bear witness without fear. With your love forever sheltering and surrounding us, may we proclaim from the housetops the gospel we have heard, and acknowledge openly before all, the One whom we confess as Lord: Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and reigns with you in the unity of the Holy Spirit, God forever and ever. Amen.
With hands and hearts united in gratitude for God’s favours to us today, we pray that all those in our influence may be moved to be open to your Word and your Spirit, while we pray as one, OUR FATHER…
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