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22nd Sunday in Ordinary Time and 14th 

Sunday after Pentecost 2012 

 
We live at a time in the history of our nation and our church when we are confronted by 

a huge and frightening problem.  Increasingly we are confronted with a situation in 

which more and more people are getting to the point of non-negotiability, to the point of 

being addicted to polarization, of no longer being either able or willing to listen to those 

with whom they disagree.  In some of the important arenas of life, real conversation, 

civil discourse, and dialogue have almost broken down entirely, and what is left is 

rhetoric and polemic and disdain for others. 

 

When people get really frustrated with life this can easily happen, and the frustrated 

person, convinced of his/her own little place of safety and security, his/her “orthodoxy”, 

can easily begin making up stuff about “those other people”, can create an image of 

“those other people” as if they were devils, can refuse to listen to what “they” have to 

say, and ultimately can become someone with a bomb in the heel of his shoe- if not 

literally then metaphorically.   

 

We live at a time when both our religious culture and our political culture is filled with 

people obsessed with being correct, knowing that they are right, and those other people 

are just wrong and have nothing worthwhile to say.  During the last presidential election, 

and this coming one may only  be worse, I heard good Christians, good Catholics, call 
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the opposing candidate names that would make any secularist or atheist blush- all, of 

course, in the name of truth.   

 

I think that one of the most important religious, spiritual and theological questions that 

we need to deal with just now is “How can we tell our stories, the stories which we 

believe and love, the stories which create for us a place of safety and security, the 

stories to which we have committed our lives, in such a way that does not do violence to 

others and which respects and honors others as created in God’s image and likeness?”  

We cannot build Christ’s church with Thor’s hammer, as much as we may be tempted to 

try.  Our God-given task is to find a way to be “orthodox” which is fully consistent with 

the God we meet in Jesus the crucified Lord and Messiah.  This is a hard question, and 

there are no easy answers, but at least we Christians must ask the question. Otherwise 

our future looks pretty bleak.  

 

The readings today in both the Roman and Byzantine lectionaries give us some really 

valuable clues as to what this orthodoxy should look like if we are to live and act as 

God’s children and Jesus’ brothers and sisters.  The Responsorial Psalm appointed for 

the Roman Mass today is a good place to begin:  it tells us that those who walk 

blamelessly and do justice, who do not slander others or harm their neighbors, who do 

not put out their money for interest, and who do not take bribes against the innocent- 

these are the ones who will live in the presence of the Lord. 
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The apostle James takes this Old Covenant theme and tells us, then, what “orthodoxy” 

as “pure religion” looks like.  It is not an abstract acceptance of certain propositions in 

creeds, texts and doctrines- it is not simply assenting to the right set of ideas- saying the 

Creed and then doing what we please.  Pure religion- real orthodoxy- has to do with 

how these ideas shape and influence what we do to others, how we relate to others: 

“Religion that is pure and undefiled before God and the Father”, St. James tells us, “is 

this: to care for orphans and widows in their affliction and to keep oneself unstained by 

the world.”  And if you think being “unstained by the world” is about sex, then you need 

to go back and read the Old Testament, especially the Psalms and the Prophets. Being 

“unstained by the world” means, as the prophet Micah said, that we act justly, love 

mercy, and walk humbly with God.  The orthodoxy that God looks for in us, in other 

words, is a life of integrity.   

 

This was Jesus’ message over and over again, and yet he knew how easily religion, 

which, at its best, helps us to live a life of integrity, can, nonetheless, become distorted 

and corrupted.  Jesus’ controversy with the Pharisees over the ritual washing of vessels 

and one’s hands (in today’s gospel) strikes at the very heart of bad religion.  When we 

content ourselves with external religious ritual observance without an inward change of 

heart that enables us to live and act and think justly, then religion becomes a cover, a 

mask, for unrighteousness and evil.  Jesus saw this and named it.  That’s why the 

religious leaders both feared and hated him- because he pulled back the covers of 

religious deception. 
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All of this tells us that the orthodoxy which God desires for us and from us is not simply 

a verbal assent to religious ideas, however true these ideas may be, but an orthodoxy 

which opens our hearts and our minds and our lives towards “the other”.  Alan Jones, 

the Dean of Grace Episcopal Cathedral in San Francisco tells a story that illustrates this 

point very well.  He got into a discussion with a fellow priest, who, not happy with 

something that Fr. Alan had said, turned beet red and screamed at him, “But do you 

believe in the homoousios, the consubstantiality of Jesus with the Father?  Do you 

believe that or not?”  Fr. Alan eventually said, “I do believe in the consubstantiality of 

Jesus with the Father, but why don’t you love me?”   And there he put his finger right on 

the heart of authentic orthodoxy: what is the value of our doctrines if we don’t love one 

another?  As we live and celebrate the stories which give meaning and safety and 

security to our lives, the truths to which we are committed, we need to learn how to 

speak these stories and our truths in such as way as to honor and respect those around 

us, even those whom we may think are bad. 

 

Jesus’ parable of the marriage supper, read today at the Byzantine liturgy, speaks 

directly about this.  The story has one absolutely crucial detail in it which we often find 

really hard to accept but which speaks to the kind of orthodoxy that we desperately 

need today.  After the invitation to the wedding party had been rejected by those initially 

invited, the king then sent out his servants again, and they went off into the streets and 

rounded up everyone they could find, “bad and good alike”, the gospel tells us. And the 

wedding was filled with partygoers.  Here is the image of that broad and inclusive 

generosity and hospitality of God which became flesh and blood in Jesus of Nazareth .  
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Ironically, many Christians find this generosity and hospitality of God extremely difficult 

to accept.  Often for us God’s love must have limits.  It must somehow be boundaried.  

For some Christians, including some Catholics, the message of God’s radical inclusive 

and hospitable love in Jesus is just liberal sentimentality, the kind of thinking that sells at 

St. Elizabeth’s but not where people are really serious about being orthodox.  This 

divine generosity towards both the good and the bad seems to get up the nose of many 

people who fancy themselves as the truly “orthodox”.   

 

Legend has it that the famous and aging early Christian writer and theologian, John of 

Ephesus, was brought out on a litter from time to time to preach to the people his one 

and only sermon: God is love.  And why should we be disdainful of that message.  After 

all, on the eve of his crucifixion, Jesus told his disciples that he was giving them one 

new commandment: to love one another.  The Good News is about the love of God 

towards “the other”, whether that “other is good or bad, whether that “other” accepts or 

rejects the truths that we hold so dearly and deeply, whether that “other” thinks 

differently from us, whether that “other” measures up to the Law or not.  The love of God 

is the heart of orthodoxy.   

 

Real orthodoxy, God’s orthodoxy, has a distinctly moral character.  It is validated by the 

way we treat one another.  Revelation has a practical purpose-not that we should “know 

more”, but that we should “do better”.  The test of true knowledge is not our ability to 

push someone into a corner in an argument, but how deeply we can love the other.  

“God is love.”  “God loves us.”  “We, therefore ought to love one another.”  Why be 



6  

 

contemptuous of that.  It isn’t a bad place to start.  In fact, St. John of the Cross thought 

it was also the place we should come to in the end.  When we understand this, then we 

also understand that pure and undefiled religion is a very practical matter- it is “to care 

for orphans and widows in their affliction and to keep oneself unstained by the world”.  It 

is to live justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with God.   

 

We live in an age when more and more people are getting to the point of non-

negotiability, to the point of being addicted to polarization.  In some of the important 

arenas of life, real conversation, civil discourse, and dialogue have almost broken down 

entirely, and what is left is rhetoric and polemic and disdain for others.  We Christians 

are not meant to mirror this, but to be different.  God calls us to be, as some people 

these days like to say, counter-cultural.  We are called to swim against this very strong 

tide of rhetoric and polemic and disdain.  We Christians have a vital, a crucial task, a 

true vocation, in the midst of this rushing dangerous water all around us.  We are called 

to tell our story, to celebrate our faith, to speak our truth, and to do it in such a way that 

others won’t need to ask us: “but why don’t you love me?” 

 


