November 20, 2005

It’s just about that time of year.  Soon we’ll hear the bell ringing volunteers collecting money at stores and supermarkets.  Let’s stop and think a moment about those bell ringing volunteers that have become so familiar to us during the holiday season, the Salvation Army.  The Salvation Army does not believe in baptism, in the Eucharist, nor in the priesthood.  Yet you never hear anybody criticizing them.  Why?  Because what they do speaks so loudly that no one cares what they believe.  They provide soup kitchens for the starving.  They clothe the naked on our streets.  They rehabilitate those addicted to drug and alcohol.  They are there wherever disaster strikes.  As far as people are concerned these are the things that count.  The parable of the Last Judgment in today’s gospel shows that these are the things that count before God as well.  For in the Last Judgment, no mention whatsoever is made of people’s church beliefs but only of the practical help they gave or did not give to the needy and the disadvantaged of this world.  There is no mention of any commandments being observed or broken.  No one is judged for not doing actions which are morally wrong, but for not doing anything at all as was the case with the man in last week’s gospel who buried his talent.  
The picture of the Judgment in the Gospel is not meant to fill us with fear and trembling.  It is a challenge not about the future but about today.  It is for us right now to be loving, caring, tolerant and accepting people.  This is the way God loves us.  It is not enough to fulfill obligations, religious or otherwise.  It won’t do to say, “I am a good enough Christian”.  We are expected to keep going out of our way and reach out in love especially to those in need, without judgment, because it is God’s style and He wants it to be our style too, as individual men and women and as a family of believers.
The challenge for us today is to forget our own needs for love and happiness and to reach out in love to make someone happy who may be in greater need.  Every encounter we have with one another is an encounter with Christ as stated in the words:  “Whatsoever you do to the least of my brothers and sisters, you do unto Me”.  Jesus is challenging us today to bring these words to life through action on all levels of our lives.
In our everyday lives, we may not think we have the opportunity to serve others as outlined in the Corporal Works of Mercy:  feed the hungry, clothe the naked, visit those in prison, etc.  But opportunities for us to extend the love God has for each of us abound in everyday life and that every encounter we have with someone is not only an opportunity, but a responsibility to our faith, to extend God’s love.  Do we want others to see the face of God through us and our actions or do we want to deny them and ourselves that gift of love?  As the song goes, “Love lifts us up where we belong”.

Hold the door for someone.  Say “thank you” and mean it when someone holds it for you.  Smile and make eye contact with someone you pass.  Ask how someone likes the book they are reading.  Give extra pennies to a cashier for someone who might be short – the next time it might be you!  Touch someone’s arm when talking to them.  I had a wonderful encounter with a lovely lady while picking out a pie at a grocery store.  And there was the time I chatted with a fellow while in line waiting to buy a coffee.  He said he wanted to pay for my coffee because he appreciated me listening to him.  These are just a few of the experiences I’ve been blessed with since I’ve discovered a life of love and oneness in Christ, instead of one filled with fear and separation.  
I leave with you today this prayer.

Help me, Lord, to seek and find and respond to you in every person and in every experience of this day.

Grant, Lord, that all my thoughts, actions and responses may be directed solely to your love and service this day.  
