Twenty-second Sunday in Ordinary Time

August 30, 2009


Next weekend it’s the Last Hurrah, the long weekend that ends with Labor Day, marking it the unofficial end of summer.   We are given a three-day opportunity to hit the beach, untie the boat, stuff the picnic basket or light the barbeque.  Burgers will be grilled, beer bottles will be emptied, soft balls will be thrown across backyard stadiums.  Stores will hold sales.  Plastic furniture will be discounted, along with sneakers, tennis shorts, tank tops and baseball caps.  Now is a good time to stock up on suntan lotion.

Soon squirrels will begin gathering nuts for the winter.  We follow their example by collecting half-priced coolers and beach umbrellas.  It’s a uniquely American holiday, and relatively new.  The first Labor Day was celebrated in 1882, in New York City.  It didn’t take long to convince the rest of the country that this was a wonderful concept.  In 1894, Congress made it an official holiday.

The U.S. Department of Labor is a little fuzzy about who, exactly, had the great idea to call an end to labor so that we could celebrate the laborer. According to their website: “Some records show that Peter J. McGuire, general secretary of the Brotherhood of Carpenters and Joiners and a cofounder of the American Federation of Labor, was first in suggesting a day to honor those ‘who from rude nature have delved and carved all the grandeur we behold.’”

Peter McGuire may or may not be the Father of Labor Day.  But he sensed something vital and true about the act of creation, and about the dignity of work. And maybe it’s no coincidence that he was a carpenter.

In today’s gospel reading from Mark, we encounter another carpenter, who “from rude nature has delved and carved all the grandeur we behold.”  And “rude nature” is certainly part of our humanity, as this Sunday’s gospel reminds us.

“Nothing that comes from the outside can defile that person,” Jesus tells his listeners.  “But the things that come out from within are what defile.”  In case anyone misses the point, he then explains to his disciples, graphically and surprisingly, that he is talking about the humble act of defecation.  This Sunday, the gospel reading discreetly does not include that portion of the text.  But you might want to revisit Mark, in the unedited version, to see what you’re missing.
And to clarify, Jesus explains: “From within people, from their hearts, come evil thoughts, unchastity, theft, murder…all these evils come from within, and they defile.”

In other words: sin begins with a notion, a temptation, a subtle yearning to commit wrong.  It has its root in the heart. And it is that most sensitive and impressionable of places that desperately needs attention, conversion, and healing. And yes, it is hard work.
“Put away all filth and evil excess,” James writes in his letter, echoing the idea of our “rude nature.”  He advises his listeners: “Welcome the word that has been planted in you and is able to save your souls.”  The soil in which “the word has been planted,” of course, is that same place where sin also takes root—that great workplace of our salvation, the human heart.

St. Benedict understood as much.  He began his famous rule by telling his followers to “Listen to the words of the master, and attend to them with the ear of the heart.”  It’s so rare that we trust “the ear of the heart.”  But what do we hear when we listen that way?  What sounds echo back to us?  What does the heart pick up that the head ignores?

A familiar TV commercial for a cell phone company asks the question again and again: “Can you hear me now?”  God seems to be asking us the same question in this Sunday’s scripture readings.

“Israel, hear the statutes and decrees which I’m teaching you to observe,” the book of Deuteronomy calls out.

“Be doers of the word, and not just hearers only,” James tells us.

Jesus cries out in Mark’s gospel: “Hear me, all of you, and understand.”

Can you hear God now?

Across the centuries, he continues to call out to us.  And it is not the bellowing of a belligerent lawgiver.  It is the voice of a Father beckoning his children.  He is calling us closer, urging us to draw near.  In the words of today’s reading from Deuteronomy: “What great nation is there that has gods so close to it as the Lord, our God?”

He is close enough to hear every whisper—and he whispers back.  Are we listening?

Listen to God, Jesus suggests, and you won’t hear the clicking tongues of the Pharisees, or the sharp scolds of the scribes. God’s law is beyond that. It is older, deeper, wiser, and truer.  It is spoken with the language of love.  And it is a law written in that most mysterious and secret of places, the human heart.

Next weekend, millions of Americans will find themselves working hard at not working.  Trips will be planned, and activities scheduled, and cookouts artfully executed.  Some of us will wake up the Tuesday morning after Labor Day exhausted from so much relaxation.  And asking ourselves: How long until the next vacation?

But there’s no vacation from continuing the great work of our salvation, and heeding God’s call to each of us.  It’s a call to something greater, and something holier.  It’s a call to ongoing conversion—a call that demands a response, an action, or a reaction.  It’s a call to do, not just hear.

If we truly listen to that call, and hear it “with the ear of the heart,” perhaps the great work of living can become a labor of love.
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