26th Sunday Ordinary Time, Year A

For the past two Sundays the readings have focused on sin and forgiveness. The theme
continues today. In the Responsorial Psalm we recalled God’s mercy and God’s steadfast love.
The Hebrew word translated here as ‘mercy’ comes from the word for a womb. The Psalmist
believes that God feels for us the way a mother feels for the child in her womb: feelings of
tenderness, protective care, hope and love. The Hebrew word translated here as steadfast love
refers to God’s commitment to the people of Israel. We think of the commitment God has made
to us when God breathed our soul into us at the first moment of our conception: a promise that
God would never abandon us, but would continue to offer us his Spirit and his grace so that we
might, in the words of Jesus, ‘live and to live to the full’(John 10:10).

The Psalmist recalls God’s mercy and love because he is very conscious of his own sinfulness. He
asks God to remember him but not his sins. We all tend to be very conscious of our own
mistakes, failures and sins. Today’s Psalm reminds us that we do not really know ourselves by
looking at our faults. They are part of the picture, but we only really know ourselves when we
see ourselves as God sees us. This means that, while acknowledging our sins and trying to do
something about them, we must learn to look at ourselves with the same mercy and love which
God has for us, the mercy and steadfast love which most of us find easier to give to others than
to ourselves.

The Psalmist knows he has a lot to learn. He is floundering, bewildered, lost; but he knows also
that his heart is seeking God and he trusts that God wants to save him and teach him how to live
so as to reach his heart’s desire. He therefore prays, and the Church invites us today to pray
with him: ‘O God, let me know your ways. Teach me your paths. Make me walk in your truth’.
Some of the ways we have been following, some of the paths we have been treading, some of
the things we have taken as true have not brought life, to us or to those we love. God knows us
through and through and God knows what ways are best, what paths will take us to our desired
destiny and what is really true and can be relied on.

Finally, the Psalmist acknowledges the importance of humility. This is because it is our pride that
blinds us to the harm that our sinful behaviour is causing, and so blinds us to the ways in which
our lives need to change.

How does God reveal his ways? The best answer is found by looking at Jesus and responding to
his invitation to come and follow him. Jesus said of himself: ‘1 am the Way’(John 14:6). This is
the theme of the Second Reading. Jesus is presented to us as our model in humility and Paul
asks his friends in Philippi to think as Jesus thinks. If we think as Jesus does we will avoid selfish
ambition: we will cease focusing attention on what we want without regard to the needs of
others or to the effects which our self-centred behaviour is having on those around us. If we
think the way Jesus thinks we will not be conceited: that is to say, we will not act as though we
were the centre of the world and that everyone has to fit in with us. We will not think it alright
to say what we like to others, not caring whether it hurts their feelings or not. Like Jesus we will
respect the sacred in others.

We are invited to respond to Jesus’ invitation: ‘Come to me for | am gentle and humble in heart’
(Matthew 12:29). We will stop looking down on others and learn to look up instead. Sometimes



other people’s faults stand out in such a way that they are obvious to everyone. We are not
being asked to pretend. But we are asked to remember that we do not know where people are
coming from; we do not know what pressures they are under now or what deprivations they
may have had to suffer in the past. We are in no position to judge others, so, when they behave
badly to us or to others, we should pray with Jesus: ‘Father, forgive them for they do not know
what they are doing’(Luke 23:34).

The Gospel reminds us that the most important thing for us is to do the will of God. This is not a
matter only of words or of good intentions. It is a matter of decision. Jesus could say of himself
that he always did what was pleasing to his Father. Let us watch Jesus, let us follow him, and let
us pray that his Spirit will so inform our minds and hearts that we too will want only what God
wants and find our pleasure in doing God’s will.

How do we know God’s will? The community can be of great help to us here. We have a long
and rich tradition that holds a good deal of wisdom, for it is the product of the reflections and
saintly lives of millions of disciples of Jesus. We are rather foolish if we think that we know
better than the Church. Sometimes, in particular instances, what is presented as Church
teaching concerning human behaviour is not based on faith or on properly assessed human
experience. In matters that are not central to our communal faith there can be room for
disagreement. But if we always think we know better than the community, and if we fail to take
notice of the ordinary wisdom that is contained in time-honoured teaching, we are neglecting a
most important source for the discovery of God’s will.

In all matters, however, our conscience is primary. By conscience we do not mean our personal
preferences. We do not mean the way we happen to look at things. We are not referring to our
prejudices or what gratifies our self-interest. We are talking about the sacred encounter
between God and ourselves that takes place in the depths of our being. Whatever advice we
receive from others, we must take it to prayer and listen to our hearts where God is inspiring us
to follow his ways. God is calling each of us to take a step in love from where we now are.
Ultimately only we can know what that step is, for only we can know our readiness and where
grace is leading us at this moment. The art of obedience, therefore, is based on a humble
listening to others and a courageous trust in God, whose Spirit is inspiring us to do the truth in
love.

We know how much we need forgiveness from God. Every time we pray the ‘Our Father’ we
say: ‘Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us’. Jesus insists that we
must ‘forgive our brother or sister from our heart’(Matthew 18:35). Sometimes we are like the
second son in today’s Gospel. We find ourselves saying: ‘Certainly, | will do your will. | will
forgive them’. But when we continue to feel hurt and we are called to forgive as we have said
we would, does our heart reach out like that of Jesus and offer a healing forgiveness or do we
allow our heart to close in on its hurt, blocking out any mercy or love?

Understanding is not sufficient. Forgetting is not possible or helpful. The passing of time of itself
does not heal. We are asked to be open to a genuine change of heart on the part of the one who
has offended us, and we need the largeness of heart to accept this change and to give love
graciously. Jesus gave us his broken body and poured out his love for us from his broken heart.



At the last supper he said that he was doing this ‘so that sin might be forgiven’(Matthew 26:28).
When we accept the host and drink from the cup at this Eucharist we are saying that we will do
what he does. May our broken lives witness to our desire to further Jesus’ dream, for only
through forgiveness can we sinful human beings find the courage to continue our journey to the
heart of God.



