Homily Matthew 10:37-42

Jesus is either the Son of God or a madman. Jesus, the preacher and teacher of love,
the one who gave us the two great commandments of love, today says, "Whoever loves
father or mother more than me is not worthy of me, and whoever loves son or daughter
more than me is not worthy of me.” Who would demand such an absolute allegiance?
Doesn’t this contradict the fourth Commandment God, gave to Moses, “Honor thy father
and thy mother?”

Jesus calls us to put our friendship with Him ahead of every other human relationship.
Even the deepest ties we have with anyone are to take a back seat to our relationship
with Him. So how can He make such a claim? He makes this claim out of love. We
faced the prospect of eternal damnation because of Adam and Eve’s sin of self-
focus...the sin that ruptured the relationship between humanity and God. The sin
whereby Adam and Eve looked to themselves for the fulfillment only God can give.

The words of Jesus today are shocking to our ears and would have been an attention
grabber in Matthew’s day as well. However, in the Semitic mind of the time, the
community would have understood Christ’s bold statement to be a message about
commitment, observing priorities, and allegiance. In other words, God must be first in
our lives.

The crowds that followed Jesus around were not really committed. We could say that
they were “kicking the tires.” They were simply curious to see if this person who called
Himself the “Son of Man” was the real thing. There was no cost to listen and observe.
They came just close enough to see what He would do next. They were “window
shopping.” In today’s language we would call them “groupies.” Well, Jesus doesn’t want
“groupies” following Him. He wants to awaken half-hearted followers to the
consequences of not being prepared for the task of following His teachings.

To understand this Scripture, we need to understand Matthew’s community. We need to
look through the Middle Eastern eyes of the time to grasp the message as the people
would have understood it.

Matthew was writing to a Jewish-Christian community. Matthew’s community were
largely, but not exclusively, converts from Judaism. There was some tension in the
community about the difference between the God of the Torah and this Jesus, the
Messiah, the one sent from God who claimed to be God. They were familiar with the
Old Testament and the practices of piety and now had to expand their horizons to
understand the teachings of Jesus...teachings that appeared to be radical. Matthew
presents the words and deeds of Jesus as guides for the conduct of Christian disciples.



God looked upon us who rejected His friendship, and instead of rejecting us in return,
He developed a plan to win us back. Jesus Christ is the fulfilment of that plan. Jesus is
God, come to earth, to win back our friendship, to restore the right relationship with
God. Mathew calls upon the Christian community to identify with Jesus; Jesus who is
caring and tender to the poor and needy; caring and tender to the sinner and the
outcast—but who is severe toward the proud and self-righteous, especially those who
put their material possessions before the service of God.

Jesus doesn’t pull any punches, He never does. He knew that the people of His time
wrestled with the same issues we wrestle with today: keeping God above everything
else...even when the world wants to pull us in other directions. Everyone has priorities.
Some have never chosen or experienced the right ones and need to redefine them.
Others have known the right priorities and merely need to rediscover them. Perhaps
we’ve allowed ourselves to drift away from them. We’ve replaced fellowship with
entertainment, giving with buying, and family time with hi-tech entertainment, social
media, and other distractions. These distractions can be unhealthy blinders we put on
because it is more comfortable to not look beyond our own little corner of the world. The
fact that we must have a 3-year Eucharistic Revival tells us something. Worship has
become an obligation. That one hour of Mass seems so long. Spending time in the
presence of the Blessed Sacrament does not fit into our routine. Sadly, less than 33% of
Catholic Christians believe in the Real Presence of Jesus in the Eucharist.

If we don’t read today’s Gospel carefully, we might get the wrong impression of what
Jesus is saying. Jesus, the Prince of Peace is telling us that in loving us so completely,
God expects us to return that love. He expects us to receive His love completely and
return it to Him. Next, He expects us to love ourselves and love one another. Jesus
invited His disciples, and He invites us to value unity with Him above and before all
other unions.

Jesus is not saying we are to turn our backs on our families and friends. He is not
saying that we should not enjoy the good things in life. Instead, we are asked to think of
what sacrifices are we willing to make to be people of God. What is the cost to us of
being a Christian? Has our fidelity to the Gospel ever cost us money, friends,
opportunity, or family harmony? The negative press and the adverse comments the
Church is subjected to are actually signs of hope. They tell us that what we have to say
is not met with indifference. They tell us that our lives and our faith have something to
say about the world we live in. When people oppose the teachings of Christ and the
inclusion of God in their lives, we know we have hit a nerve. To follow Jesus is to set



our faith on fire so that we can burn brightly for all to see. Let our faith light up the
darkness right here where we live: in our homes, in our workplaces, in our community,
and in our church. Let our faith reach out across the world as we ease the burdens of
others. No, Jesus does not preach hate. Jesus wants us so connected to God that we
radiate His love.

Dominican priest, Father Peter John Cameron, the founding editor of Magnificat writes
extensively on prayer and its value in drawing us closer to Christ. He says, “to pray, is to
be held in the loving gaze of Jesus Christ, and how lost we would be without it.”

In the fifteenth century book, The Imitation of Christ, author Thomas a’ Kempis writes,
“Left to myself, | am nothing but total weakness. But if you, Lord, look upon me for an
instant, | am once made strong and filled with new joy.”

The spiritual effects of Christ’'s gaze are boundless. Even our sins can’t stand in the way
of the transforming gaze of Jesus. Pope Francis tells us, “Jesus’ gaze always uplifts us,
it raises us. His is a gaze that makes us develop. It encourages us because it makes us
feel His love. When we feel His love, He gives us the courage we need to follow Him.
When we let the Crucified Jesus gaze on us, we are recreated, we become

a new creation.”

So, since God is love...that love can only come if He is the focal point of our lives. The
key to making Him the focal point of our lives is prayer...conversation with Jesus.
Whether it be structured prayer or straight up talking, this is how we look at Jesus and
this is how Jesus looks at us.

There are four things we find in the gaze of Jesus. First, Christ’s gaze is always a gaze
of love. Christ sees us as we are, and He still loves us. Next, Christ’'s gaze calls us to
give a response. It asks something of us, namely, will we love Him back? Third, Christ’s
gaze asks us to be humble, to recognize our sinfulness. It doesn’t have to be a
hopeless recognition, because in the same gaze we are also able to recognize His
mercy and compassion. Finally, Christ’s gaze calls us to mission. If we have responded
to Christ’'s gaze by recognizing His love, by loving Him back, and by repenting of our
sins, then Christ gives us the mission of becoming saints, and of setting the world
ablaze with His love. Never underestimate the gaze of Jesus. St. John Paul Il tells us
“‘God is present where the eyes meet.”



