Homily for the Twenty-third Sunday in Ordinary Time
September 5, 2010
Jean Vanier and a companion from L’Arche Community were invited to a school to give a talk, and a large crowd came to listen to this giant of a man share his saintly wisdom.  All were enthralled with the way he spoke about the Gospel and how he and his community tried to live it out.  Anticipating and enthusiastic response, at the end of his remarks, Vanier looked very seriously at the crowd and advised any who were thinking they would like to take up the kind of ministry he had founded to be very sure that they could sustain a commitment for the long haul.  He described in sober terms the difficulties and the sacrifices necessary to create inclusive, peaceful communities, where persons with and without physical and mental disabilities could live together in loving union.
In this Sunday’s Gospel reading, Jesus also challenges the crowds who are traveling with him to seriously “calculate the cost” of what it will take to be one of his disciples.  Jesus’ forces the members of the crowd to make a decision, to “calculate the cost” of being one of his disciples.  Jesus gives them three conditions if they want to be his disciples.  First, one must “hate” or more accurately translated as “love less” your own family, even your own life.    Second, one must “bear their own cross.”   And third, one must “renounce” all “possessions”.  Jesus sends a very clear signal to the crowds about the difference between simply being a spectator who is following Jesus and a disciple.  The cost of discipleship is a very high calculation!
In the midst of the many voices clamoring for our time, money, allegiance and attention, we are called to choose Christ to the complete dispossession of all else. This is a great challenge for each of us, especially in our day. We so often define choice not as the freedom to choose one action over another, but as the freedom to choose everything at once.  Freedom of choice has come to mean keeping our options open.  The tragedy of this condition is that it is literally impossible to "keep our options open" and live lives of any significance.

One of the clearest teachings of this point was made by Australian Cardinal George Pell during his homily at the Opening Mass for World Youth Day 2008.

Cardinal Pell spoke to over 150,000 young people from throughout the world about their mission in life: "Don't spend your life sitting on the fence, keeping your options open, because only commitments bring fulfillment. Happiness comes from meeting our obligations, doing our duty, especially in small matters and regularly, so we can rise to meet the harder challenges."

In the midst of our chaotic lives Jesus stops and says, "You have to choose." In his call to authentic discipleship, Christ challenges our most precious loyalties. As there can be no other gods before the God of Israel, there can be no other loves before Christ. Thus, there is a cost to following Jesus, and the curious and half-hearted should take notice.  Discipleship may cost us everything, but will gain for us all that will ever matter.  Only then will we be truly wise and truly free.
To be a Christian means to follow Jesus on the path that he takes.  It is Jesus himself who takes the initiative and calls us to follow him, and he does it decisively.  Jesus speaks to all those who walked with him at that moment in history, and to those of us who walk with him today: "Think about what you are doing and decide if you are willing to stay with me all the way."
We will be tempted to lessen the radical demands of the Gospel and to adapt them to our own weaknesses, or to give up the path undertaken.  But the authenticity and quality of the Christian community's life depends precisely on remaining faithful to the radical demands of the Gospel.  A Church that lives by compromise would be like salt that has lost its taste.
To be called does not require perfection on our behalf, only fidelity and holy listening.  Those that Jesus called were certainly not called because of their qualifications or achievements.  Paul says that Jesus calls "the foolish," so that the wise will be shamed. The Gospel portrayal of the disciples is compassionate because it makes a place for people who struggle to reach their dreams, for people who at times forget their call to greatness. We will never be the same because Jesus has called us, loved us, changed us and made us into his image.  Because he has called us, we have no choice but to call others to accept the Gospel and follow him.
On September 19, in Birmingham, England, the long awaited beatification ceremony will take place for a great Catholic theologian, John Henry Cardinal Newman, one of the most influential English Catholics of the 19th century. He journeyed from the Anglican to the Catholic Church and used his great intellect and masterful writing ability to win over thousands of people to Christ and the Church.

In becoming Catholic, Newman had to make many sacrifices. Many of his friends broke off relations with him after his conversion, and his family kept him at a distance.  He had to resign his teaching fellowship and lost his only source of income.  He lived the terrible pain of misunderstanding from his own family, from Church leaders, and those closest to him.  Newman said that the one thing that sustained him during this trying period was Christ's presence in the Blessed Sacrament.
As a tribute to his extraordinary work and devotion, Pope Leo XIII named Father John Henry Newman a Cardinal in 1879.  After a life of trials, Newman received the news with joy and declared, "The cloud is lifted forever."
Cardinal Newman died at the age of 89 on August 11, 1890.  He was declared Venerable in 1991 by Pope John Paul II and this month,  Pope Benedict, will honor him as a good and faithful servant who paid the price for the cost of discipleship of Jesus.

Today’s Gospel poses serious questions for us sitting in the pews just like “the crowds” of Jesus’ day.  We too must make a decision, just like Cardinal Newman, and the many that have gone before and after him, of whether we want to simply be a spectator in the pew or truly be a disciple of Jesus. We must take the time and “calculate the cost” of discipleship in the 21st century world.
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