Homily Matthew 13:44-52

How much does it cost? This is one of life’s major questions. When we go to a store to
buy clothing, we look for the right size, the right style, and the right color. Then we
check the price tag. How much does it cost? Hardly a day goes by that we don’t ask that
question about something. That’s because we have two concerns. The first is whether
we can afford the item and the second is whether the item is worth the asking price.

Today Jesus tells two brief parables that address both of these concerns. The first
parable is about a man who stumbles upon a buried treasure. We don’t know much
about the man. Perhaps he is a day laborer plowing some farmer’s field. He was not
looking for treasure. He was not searching when suddenly his plow hits something. He
probably thought, “Now what?” and went to check out why his plow stopped. To his
surprise, what brought his plow to a halt was a hidden treasure. Something he never
expected. As a day laborer his resources were very limited, but he values the treasure
so much that he sacrifices everything he owns and buys the field. Obviously, he thought
the treasure was worth the price.

The second parable is about a merchant. The merchant, on the other hand, is a
treasure hunter, who spends his life searching for fine pearls that he hopes will
guarantee wealth and lifelong happiness. Like the laborer, when the merchant finds a
pearl of great value, he, too, sacrifices everything to buy it.

The traditional view of this Gospel is that both the person who finds the treasure and the
merchant searching for treasure represent us. The treasure and the pearl are the
kingdom of God. The message is that the kingdom of God ought to be our top

priority. We need to seek first the kingdom of God and be willing to give up everything
else, if necessary, to attain it.

But as | was preparing this homily, | came across another perspective for this Gospel.
One theologian said that it is just as easy to argue that the treasure finder and the
merchant stand for God. In that case, we are the treasure, and we are the pearl. We
are the treasure buried in the dirt of our sin. God gives all that He has, namely His only
begotten Son, Jesus, in order to redeem us (literally to buy us back). Now the message
is God’s overwhelming love for us. God makes us His priority. It is Jesus who is the
merchant; it is Jesus who seeks the sinner, the shepherd who seeks the sheep, not the



other way around. In a very real sense, it is Jesus who calls us from the pages of
Sacred Scripture and seeks us out. Once we have been found by Him it is up to us to
follow Him and seek out the Kingdom of Heaven for ourselves. That is surely food for
thought.

So, if Jesus is the merchant, what does the pearl represent? In a narrow sense it would
represent the sinner He saves. In a broader sense the pearl is the Church that He paid
the price for. That price was His life. The Church is one pearl, one body composed of
those He sought out through the ages and purchased with His blood. It is comforting to
know that when Jesus finds us, we are not someone He just stumbled upon. No, He has
been diligently searching for us and when He finds us, we can be encouraged that He
has seen something in us that was worth paying for with His life. Now that we have
been found, this Gospel challenges us to define the buried treasures that are right under
our feet, already in our possession.

We hear a lot about people falling away from the Church, the lack of vocations, and
declining interest in what our society calls “organized religion.” Are we seeing everything
unravel? | don’t think so. Jesus told us that His Church would face many challenges but
never be destroyed. So how do we carry out His Great Commission to “Go and make
disciples of all nations?” The most likely answer is that ministry is going to find new
ways of expression...new treasures.

The Council Fathers of the Second Vatican Council have unearthed the buried treasure
for us. The buried treasure is the laity. The word “Laity” means “People of God.” That is
how Vatican Il defined the Church: it is the people of God. The Council calls for the “full
and active participation of the laity.” The full and active participation of the people of
God! The words Christian and Mission are synonymous. We are the community of the
baptized; the ones called and chosen to do God’s work on earth; called to make the
Kingdom of God a reality.

Remember the two concerns | mentioned at the beginning of this homily: can we afford
the purchase price; and is the purchase worth the price? Would the answer include the
Scriptures? Have we buried them under neglect? If we are to have any relationship with
Christ we must embrace the pearl of great value, the treasure that is found in Sacred
Scripture. Here the Lord speaks directly to us. Some fifteen hundred years ago St.
Jerome wrote that “ignorance of Scripture is ignorance of Jesus Christ.” What are we




doing to bring Sacred Scripture into the light and share it? Are we seeking out Bible
Study and inspirational reading to draw ourselves closer to Christ or are we leaving that
up to someone else because we don’t have time to embrace that treasure? Qur spiritual
life is a both a treasure and a pearl. We are all at various stages in our spiritual
development and like the day laborer plowing in the field we must dig deeper to bring
our spirituality into the light God wants to shine on it. We do this by finding ways to open
the words of Sacred Scripture. Sacred Scripture, the Bible, is “the word of God written in
the words of man.” Sacred Scripture is our field, and we must continually plow it to
uncover the treasures it holds for us. Would the answer be found in the multiple talents
and gifts of the Holy Spirit found right here in our Church family? All too often, these
gifts remain a buried treasure: the gifts of compassion, mercy, leadership; the gifts of
serving and teaching and ministering. Where else might we find the treasures, the
pearls? God’s gift of conscience is a pearl. My wife and | attended a conference some
time ago and one of the theologians made some very powerful statements about
conscience. He said, “Relativism is not conscience.” Then he quoted from the
document Gaudium et Spes from Vatican Il. “It is in conscience that we are alone with
God.” That is a true pearl...a true treasure. We have been called to form consciences
not replace them.

Our relationship with God is a treasure. We can see it in the Creed...when we pray ‘I
believe.” The Latin is “Credo in unum Deo.” | believe in one God. The word “Credo”
comes from two words: Cor and Do and the root meaning is, “l give my heart.” | give my
heart to God. Pope Francis calls the Church a field hospital. And in that field hospital
there are many treasures, many priceless pearls. There are hearts that need mending,
tears that need drying, nerves that need to be calmed. These are pearls; these are
treasures if we would only find the time to recognize them.

Jesus asks a very direct question in today’s Gospel: “Do you understand all these
things?” The disciples answered, “yes.” He asks that question of us today, “Do you
understand all these things?” Do we?



