HOMILY FOR THE TWENTTY THIRD SUNDAY OF THE YEAR C

DISCIPLESHIP AND FAMILY TIES

As a condition for discipleship, Jesus instructed that any one desiring to be one must hate his or her loved ones.  This demand runs contrary to what we know in Exodus 20:12 “Honor your father and your mother” or what Jesus said in John 13:34 “Love one another even as I have loved you”.  How can we reconcile these seemingly contradictory demands?  How can we hate those we are supposed to love and why?


At the beginning of the gospel passage, Luke reported that “large crowds were following Jesus the time he made this statement.  These followers like those in Mathew 3:8 are the descendants of Abraham who attached much premium to the merits of Abraham for their salvation instead of personally accept and follow Jesus.  Again, as children of the same family of Abraham, they could easily consult together to do evil without any one opposing it.  To tell them that compromise should not be mentioned among the would be disciples Jesus said them: “If any one comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes even his own life – cannot be my disciples” (Luke 14:26). 


For us to understand what Jesus means in this passage, the story of two brothers who engaged in a tennis competition can help us.  These brothers love themselves so much that they live in the same house.  But they attended different colleges.  During the Annual Tennis Competition it fell on them to represent their respective colleges.  In this competition, Jude and Patrick suspended their love and fought out against each other – and at least temporarily hating each other.  They had to hate each other because one was standing in the way of the other to prove his college that he is a dedicated player and capable of bringing pride to the school.  

At the end of the competition Jude won.  But he did not jump up and down in celebratory display of his victory.  Instead he ran to his brother, put an arm around his shoulder and said, “I love you.”  This is like saying “I am sorry that I overlooked what we have in common, but I had to do it; I had to fight you so hard, I had to hate you because you were standing in my way to win the crown.  That was a rare example of hating those we love, and from it we can learn much about the gospel injection to hate our loved ones.  If Jude had decided to show sympathy and not take his ground and compete vigorously by applying the rules his college taught him, he would have been overcome by his brother.  


As a matter of fact, Jesus did not lose sight of the Old Testament and New Testament teachings about love for parents and for one another.  We are to love our parents and siblings always and agree with them in everything except when they constitute themselves obstacles to our bid to win the crown of eternal life.  Many a time we make the mistakes of abandoning the way of the Lord and his commandments just to please our parents or siblings or friends.  What Jesus is telling us is that we should be ready to disagree with any one of our relatives in anything that is opposed to the will of God our love notwithstanding.  He is telling us to be always prepared to wage an uncompromising war to any person or thing that stands in our way to make us lose the crown (Mathew 25:34; Rev. 3:11).


So, here Jesus wants us to know that the Christian life is not something to be taken for granted (1 Cor. 6:20).  This is why Jesus likens it to a big project like building a tower which takes much preparation and savings to build or to going in for a battle with 10,000 troops against 20,000 troops of the enemy; which invariably calls for training and re-training.  What this means is that discipleship entails some self-denial and personal commitment.  If you have watched Olympics compete for Marathon race, many people start it but only three who thoroughly train for long distance marathon get to the finish line.  The Christian life is like that.  As it were, to be a Christian goes far beyond simply being a nice person.  It is true that we must turn the other cheek, forgive seventy times seven times, and always go the extra distance, but we must not compromise either our Christian faith or morals.  

As disciples our commitment is to follow Jesus and to enter fully into his struggle to repair the world, and to restore ourselves and others to right relationships.  The cost of this for some will mean changing their work or losing their job.  For others, it will mean challenging or even changing their personal relationships, or traveling more lightly, or blooming more fully right where they are planted,   This commitment has its costs in some form or another in each person’s journey of discipleship, and its rewards are not always obvious. Our readings today say that our highest priority should be our relationship with God and God’s purpose, thus making all other relationships with people and things secondary.  Nothing should come in between us and God.  He is our all and in all.  
