Seventeenth Sunday in Ordinary Time
July 26, 2009


Our nation and the world continue to experience an economic crisis.  The stock market is struggling; jobless rate is increasing; recession is growing; many people have lost savings, retirement plans, homes, jobs and their livelihood; and economists and politicians debate about what needs to be done.  In the midst of the economic crisis, our Holy Father has written a new encyclical, “Charity in Truth,” where he offers an ethical analysis of the global economic crisis and an essential moral framework on how to move forward as one human family.

The core of the encyclical is the essential connection between the duty to live out an expansive and demanding definition of charity and to anchor this love in the truth about the human person and the ethical requirements of economic life. The pope takes on those who dismiss charity as simply individual action or as irrelevant to structural economic reforms.  He insists charity begins with justice: “If we love others with charity, then first of all we are just towards them. Not only is justice not extraneous to charity, not only is it not an alternative or parallel path to charity: justice is inseparable from charity, and intrinsic to it.  Justice is the primary way of charity.”  He makes a similar connection between charity and the common good: “The more we strive to secure a common good corresponding to the real needs of our neighbors, the more effectively we love them. Every Christian is called to practice this charity. . .  This is the institutional path — we might also call it the political path — of charity, no less excellent and effective than the kind of charity which encounters the neighbor directly.”  So, in light of this new encyclical, and the present world economic situation, we need to ask:  “How can we respond?”


A story on National Public Radio impressed me as one response.  The owner of a diner in a small town faced with the same choices that many business owners are facing, a loss of income that requires reducing expenses, saw two options: lay off one or two employees, or ask every worker to work one day a week without pay.  The latter choice would mean that everyone could keep her or his job.  Yes, with a day’s less wages, but, without any one person losing all one’s wages.  Since it seemed like a “win-win” choice, the employees chose that option.


Word spread around town.  Residents discovered which day the employees would work without pay.  Something wonderful happened.  Town residents decided to eat at the diner on that day and left tips that totaled more than the owner saved by cutting wages and more than the workers lost in pay that day.  Everyone benefited from these choices.  More wonderful to my mind is that the owner and the employees had no idea that town residents would respond in this way.  They made their choice simply because they were grateful to keep their jobs and help each other.  By making the choice they did, all gained more than any one person had expected.


In today’s Gospel, Jesus wants to feed the crowd of people who came to hear him.  He asks the disciples to buy enough food to feed them.  Philip protests: “Two hundred days’ wages worth of food would not be enough.”  Andrew finds some food, a boy with five loaves and two fish, but adds, “what good are these for so many?”  In other words, neither Philip nor Andrew could accept that, what they had could be enough.  Jesus could. Jesus took what was available, gave God thanks for it, and distributed what they had to the crowd.  Not only was there enough but twelve baskets full were left over.


Something similar happens in today’s first reading.  A person brings Elisha twenty barley loaves.  Elisha asks him to give it to the people to eat.  The person protests that it won’t be enough.  Elisha accepts that it is what we have to offer.  One hundred people eat with food left over.


Elisha and Jesus offer an important example.  Whatever our reality, physical, emotional, spiritual, or…you fill in the blank, we still have a choice. We can give thanks for what we have and then make choices about how to live accordingly.  Or we can focus on what we don’t have and make choices according to that perspective as well.  The problem with focusing on what we don’t have is, we might miss the opportunity for life, love, and the possibilities that are right before our eyes.  The example of the diner might help.


If the owner had focused on what isn’t, not having enough income to pay everyone’s wages, one or two workers may have lost their jobs or the diner may have been closed.  Because the owner could accept what is, that money needed to be saved, the owner found another way to accomplish that.  Everyone was asked to experience some loss so that everyone could keep some income.  If the workers could only accept keeping their full wage, they would have accepted that one or two of them had to be let go.  Because each person was willing to receive less pay, all could receive most of their pay, which was better than having no pay.  If the town had not been willing to support their civic family, the residents would not have gone to the diner to eat.  Because town residents were willing to make that choice, the diner made enough money to remain open and the workers made tips that helped to offset their lost wages.


The residents of this town, the workers, and the diner’s owner are a concrete example of what the Holy Father writes in his encyclical when he says:  “The current crisis obliges us to re-plan our journey, to set ourselves new rules and to discover new forms of commitment, to build on positive experiences and to reject negative ones. The crisis thus becomes an opportunity for discernment, in which to shape a new vision for the future.”


In the midst of the economic crisis, when so many in our own nation and around the world lack decent work and struggle for the necessities of life, when so many fear for what the future might bring for their children or their retirement, I encourage each one of you to take the time to read and study the encyclical “Charity in Truth,” so that we can live the words of our Holy Father who offers a moral framework for economic life, a word of hope, a call to solidarity, and a challenge to work together to build an economy which is founded on charity and truth.
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