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THIRD SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME 

 January 27th, 2008
GATHERING TIME (10-15 minutes)

Introduction to the Word:

Can you hear me now?

Do you remember this popular T-V advertisement from the recent past? A creative artist had designed a clever ad for a cellular phone company in the form of this simple question. Our TV screens kept pumping this question before us again and again—“Can you hear me now? Can you hear me now?” The simple question implied that no matter where in the world this cellular phone system was activated, the reception would be good; there would be no interference. The only proviso was that the intended receiver always be open to receive the call. 
When you think about it, this clever commercial quiz has all the makings of an effective vocational advertisement for the priesthood and religious life, suggesting that if more young men and women really paid more attention to the incessant call of the Spirit in their daily lives, many more would be entering the seminary and religious life. To take this same concept and question a step further, if all of us who call ourselves Christians really gave our fullest attention to the myriad ways our God is calling out to us, trying to get our attention, trying to demonstrate in so many countless ways that we are his “absolute delight,” as Isaiah did in last Sunday’s reading, then perhaps we too as Christians, might be more likely to hear the call of his Spirit and join his missionary team as did Peter and Andrew and James, in today’s gospel.

This question, “Can you hear me now?” surely is the question Jesus’ puts to us when we gather around the Table of the Word as we do each Sunday morning. When his Word is proclaimed, Jesus is promising us the same outcome as the phone company promised those who used it’s cellular system: if you are really open to The Word, if you keep your communication channels clear, you are very likely to get good reception. This is our hope again today. We pray to be attentive to Jesus’ personal invitation no matter the day, or time or geographical location. This is our rationale for gathering each week: first to give our attention to God’s Word as it is proclaimed, and then to respond to his Word through our prayerful reflection and dialogue. And happily, in this interactive dynamic, more often than not, God’s own Spirit joins in with our small group experience.
The site for today’s gospel from Matthew is my favorite of all the places we consider Holy. The region is Galilee and the specific location is “the Sea of Galilee, a small lake, only 13 miles long and 7 miles wide, yet one of the most familiar bodies of water in all the world.” The sandy shores of the lake would have been a very common sight and location for Jesus’ preaching and healing. It was here on these same serene shores that in all my journeying, I experienced my most vivid sense of Jesus’ presence. 
Warm-up Activity (about 8–10 minutes):

i. Today’s gospel passage describes the circumstances of Jesus leaving home and beginning his “life’s work.” Talk about your own experience of “leaving home.” What were the circumstances? What were your hopes? Your fears? Share your experience with the group.
ii. “You can’t go home again” was the title of a classic 20th century novel by Thomas Wolfe. Comment briefly on how you understand this title. Based on your own lived experience, would you agree with him that “You can’t go home again?” Share your views.
THEME

Called to complete a mission—

Called to be disciples of the Lord. 

Our Gospel writers keep bringing us back, time and again, to this call of discipleship. Fr. Walter Burghardt S.J. reminds us that the mission of every Christian is twofold: it is meant to link every man, woman and child to God, but also it is meant for us to shape this earthly city (globe!)  into a city of justice, peace and love. Contrary to common thinking, the basis for this mission to the world is not priestly ordination, not a vow ceremony, not a special adult commissioning. Rather, the moment you were baptized you were commissioned, anointed as apostles—you and I and every Christian without exception. This personal commissioning is no less official, no less urgent, no less important than that of the original apostles (ibid, 1992). 

With aging clergy, vacant seminaries and mounting Church administrative problems, the baptismal role of the laity in 2008 is even of greater consequence. More than ever the laity are being challenged to give highest priority to their baptismal mission: to be there for increasing numbers of elderly— all too often abandoned by their families; to be there for so many children from one parent families, so many forced to fend for themselves; to be there for so many victims of  cancer and of AIDS who need our caring and compassion; to be there for so many single mothers, weeping like Rachel over their hungry and displaced children; to be there for the hundreds  of. thousands of displaced children and women, victims of today’s warring nations in too many parts of  the world. 
Leader: My friends, in today’s Gospel, Jesus calls the first disciples away from the life they have known to a different, new life. And Jesus is calling us too. These days most of us are so busy, our lives are so hectic, that we don’t have time to answer our phone messages. So we don’t have time to answer when Jesus calls? Well, we have time right now. So let’s agree to put away all busyness for the next little while and listen for the voice and invitation of God calling us today: “Can you hear me now”“
Lord Jesus, you announce the presence of the Kingdom of God,
 
Lord, have mercy.

Christ Jesus, you are still calling all your disciples to follow you,            Christ, have mercy.

Lord Jesus, you call us again in Word and Spirit,

  
Lord, have mercy.

Let us pray

(together)

Loving God, you have promised to be with us 

whenever we gather in your name. Persistent God, you continue to issue 

your invitation to see you, hear you, and respond to your invitation to new life through the Word 
and Spirit of your  own Son. Awaken our minds and hearts to the sound of your call and give us courage always to follow. This is our prayer today in Jesus’ name. Amen

SCRIPTURE REFLECTION TIME (45 minutes)

FIRST READING (Isaiah 9:1–4)

The Lord spoke to me and said: “There will be no gloom for those who were in anguish.  In the former time the Lord brought into contempt the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, but in the latter time he will make glorious the way of the sea, the land beyond the Jordan, Galilee of the nations.
“The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness–on them light has shined.  You have multiplied the nation, you have increased its joy; they rejoice before you as with joy at the harvest, as people exult when dividing plunder.

“For the yoke of their burden, and the bar across their shoulders, the rod of their oppressor, you have broken as on the day of Midian.” 
The word of the Lord.  Thanks be to God.

SECOND READING (1 Corinthians 1:10–13, 17–18)

I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you be in agreement and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be united in the same mind and the same purpose.

For it has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that there are quarrels among you, my brothers and sisters.  What I mean is that each of you says, “I belong to Paul,” or “I belong to Apollos,” or “I belong to Cephas,” or “I belong to Christ.”

Has Christ been divided?  Was Paul crucified for you?  Or were you baptized in the name of Paul?

For Christ did not send me to baptize but to proclaim the gospel, and not with eloquent wisdom so that the cross of Christ might not be emptied of its power.

For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being 

saved it is the power of God. 
The word of the Lord.  Thanks be to God.

GOSPEL (Matthew 4:12–23)

A reading from the holy gospel according to Matthew. Glory to you, Lord.

When Jesus heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew to Galilee.  He left Nazareth and made his home in Capernaum by the sea, in the territory of Zebulun and Naphtali, so that what had been spoken through the prophet Isaiah might be fulfilled: ‘Land of Zebulun, land of Naphtali, on the road by the sea, across the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles–the people who sat in darkness have seen a great light, and for those who sat in the region and shadow of death light has dawned.’

From that time Jesus began to proclaim, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.”

As he walked by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon, who is called Peter, and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the sea, for they were fishermen.  And he said to them, “Follow me, and I will make you fishers of people.”  Immediately they left their nets and followed him.

As he went from there, he saw two other brothers, James son of Zebedee and his brother John, in the boat with their father Zebedee, mending their nets, and he called them.  Immediately they left the boat and their father, and followed him.

Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the good news of the kingdom and curing every disease and every sickness among the people. 

The gospel of the Lord.  Praise to you Lord Jesus Christ.

You are invited to pause for a few moments of silence, then for 5 – 7 minutes,

identify a word or phrase or thought that comes to you from this reflection –

COMMENTRY:

Today’s readings have a dark and light motif which is derived from Isaiah’s Oracles (1st reading) and Matthew’s Gospel.  Isaiah’s text was chosen for this Sunday because it cites the gospel of the day, word for word, and allows us to bring into present time the significance and importance of these readings. 

To help us in our efforts, Father Michael Himes of Boston College offers a few guidelines to facilitate our understanding. A gifted scripture teacher, he tells how today’s gospel from Matthew provides us with a broadly based introduction to the lectionary readings for the next two Sundays with their special focus on the famed Sermon on the Mount. Himes then gives us a perspective and a context for Isaiah’s questions in the first reading with his observation that all of Matthew can be summarized into one sentence: 
“Everyone who is learned in the reign of God is like the head of a household who can bring forth from his storeroom both the new and the old” (Matt. 13:62).
According to Himes, Matthew sees Jesus as a wise scribe who is able to bring together things that are startlingly new, along with things that are very old. Time and again in Matthew’s gospel, Jesus’ actions are validated with a reference to an Old Testament prophecy uttered some several hundred years previous. Today’s readings provide a good example. The prophet Isaiah announces in the first reading (c. 820 BCE), that a glorious era is going to be followed by a shameful time, that the people of God “who walked in darkness are going to see a resplendent light” and that this will happen in “the land West of the Jordan, in Galilee, the district of the Gentiles” (cf. Days of the Lord, 1988). True to this prophecy, today’s gospel narrative has Jesus (the resplendent light) beginning his ministry in the populous region of Galilee among the predominantly (dark) Gentile and pagan population.

But this prophetic text of Isaiah serves another very practical purpose: Isaiah’s words have a sense of urgency for each one of us as well. The prophet’s voice beckons to be heard today with the same passion as long ago. Isaiah’s words of invitation are today’s words, just a simple rephrasing of our introductory question: “Can you hear me now?” For example, try to image God asking you these questions today:
“Are you aware of the time in which you are now living?  

Are you aware of what God has done and continues to do for you? 

Are you aware that the light has shone in the darkness, that God has delivered
 you from your old slavery?  
Sing for joy! Pray that you do not stray from the land of the living” (ibid).  

Matthew’s gospel message today—a continuation of that of the past few weeks—is one that many of us wish would just go away. It is a call to repentance and conversion—never a comfortable message for most of us. John Kavanaugh S.J.(1998) addresses this issue head on: “Why does Jesus ask us to repent and reform?” Are we not already baptized? Are we not doing enough already? Two principles seem important for Kavanaugh.  Every one of us, from peasant to president, from infant to grandparent, stands humbly before God as a sinner called to conversion and salvation in Jesus Christ.  This call of its nature, is a livelong process—two steps forward and one step back, as Fr. Richard Rohr describes the human journey in faith. In its essence, the call is a constant endeavor to “put on the mind of Christ” as Paul prefers to phrase it. There can be no other ground or principle from which we can come to grips with the whole of our lives—our gifts or our sins—our light or our dark (ibid).
Second, says Kavanaugh, it is reassuring and even comforting to recall the kinds of people Jesus chose to be apostles: be they crusty fishermen or unpopular tax collectors, they were all flawed but graced.  
Yet these same flawed/graced people would go on to preach a message that would eventually bring multi millions to Christ. And we know from their life stories that there was one primary reason for the success of Jesus’ followers: they were convinced from the outset that they were always in the fine company of God’s own Spirit and energized by that same Spirit.  
(Allow about 5 – 10 minutes for the participants to react to the Commentary
to identify a newly discovered insight or an idea newly described)
QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION:

1. (Matthew) “He said to them, “Come after me and I will make you fishers of men.”

      One of the major reasons so many youth, even though raised in a relatively strong faith

      environment,  seem to lose interest in their faith practice, is that they are growing up; they are

      more discerning. And the childhood reasons that were satisfactory in their early years are no 

      longer acceptable. So the Saints keep reminding us, “Know the reasons for the faith that

      is in you.” The mature faith is one that is nurtured by both mind and heart. With 
      this understanding  give some thought to one or more of the following questions:

a) Do you think that our Christian faith of the past has been primarily one of the mind or one of the heart? Comment.

b) What insights or discoveries in regard to your Christian faith have you come to appreciate more in recent years? Comment.

c) If asked, “Why are you a follower of Jesus today” how would you respond.

d) What prompted you to begin your faith journey, and how might your reasons have changed along the way? 

2.  (Paul) “Has Christ been divided into parts?”

      In his letter to the Corinthian community Paul is addressing a problem that we can identify

      with, namely credibility of the community leadership. People were aligning themselves with

      different members of the community leadership, and this was creating much unrest and

      division among the faithful. This is the context for the following questions:

a) What divisions of belief, behavior or personal taste might be contributing to separate

camps in your parish community? Share your thoughts.

b) What do you consider to be a few of the major wounds in the present Church that need healing?
c) What is your perception of the world community in regard to the Church of Rome? What signs suggest a positive influence? What signs suggest a negative one? 

What do you do when the Church’s leadership is seriously challenged or criticized?

3.  (Isaiah) “There will be no gloom for those who were in anguish.”

     Every promise God makes in the Bible ends in  abundant joy and eternal light.

      If we are believers we cannot believe that God wants people’s anguish go on forever. If we
      have forgotten what joy is, God will surely give us reason to remember. 

      With these thoughts in mind, who or  what is your most faithful reminder of the joy God has 

       in store for you? A good question. Give it a try? 

CARING/PRAYING TIME

1.  Word for the week:  “The Lord is my light and my salvation (Ps 27)”
2. Suggestion for the week: (From Alice Camille, God’s Word is Alive, 1998.
Are you willing to do “whatever it takes” to achieve what you consider important?  Go that extra mile. Get up a little earlier every morning for prayer, meditation, or inspirational reading.  
3. Intercessions: (Response: Lord, hear our prayer)

Leader: United in the same mind and the same purpose, we pray in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ for the whole human family.
For all children of our common God and Father, divided and often ignorant of each other:  May we work to move beyond the quarrels of the past and present, we pray…

For people who are diminished and overshadowed by the violence of war: May they see the joyful dawning of justice and peace, we pray…

For all who struggle in the yoke of addiction: May God’s grace and the skills of helpers free them to rejoice, we pray…

For those whom the Lord calls to be fishers of people: May they respond as the first disciples did, immediately and generously, we pray…
For the many and varied people who form this community; May we with our diverse gifts be graced so that our community and our country be better served, we pray…

For the people who make their home in the Holy Land – Jews, Muslims and Christians – mindful of a common God and Father – not give up on their quest for justice and peace, but find ways to live life together with mutual forgiveness and love, we pray …
How can we help you in prayer this week?

Let us pray

(together)

God of all nations, we proclaim your wisdom and your power in the mystery
 of Christ’s cross.  We have heard Christ’s call and it compels us to follow.  Let the truth 
of the gospel break the yoke of our selfishness.  Let the cross draw us and all people to the joy 
of salvation.  We ask this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son, who lives and reigns with you in the unity of the Holy Spirit, God for ever. Amen.
With hand and hearts united in gratitude for God’s favors on us today, we pray that all those in our influence be moved to be open to your Word and your Spirit, while we say united as one, OUR FATHER

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
“People who talk with God 

always get to their destination (Roadside Church Signs, 2003)”
>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
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