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26th Sunday in Ordinary Time/ 18th 
Sunday after Pentecost 2012 

 “My own”- this cursed and abominable phrase comes from the devil.. . never speak in 

terms of “mine” and “yours”.  . . remove from your soul this notion of “mine” and yours”.  

(Chrysostom, On Marriage and Family Life, Homily 20).  These words come from a 

treatise on Marriage and Family Life that my patron, John Chrysostom, wrote long ago 

in the 4th century.   

 

When my sons were younger and would be fighting over some toy or something and 

one would yell, “that’s mine” and the other one would respond with, “no it’s mine”, I 

would intervene and say, “Don’t you remember what St. John Chrysostom used to say, 

“never say “mine” or “yours” because when applied to possessions those words come 

from the devil.   And then after they would look at me somewhat cynically and make 

some cheeky comment about the books in the study or the car in the driveway or 

something, we would eventually get to a discussion about God, possessions, 

economics, and the common good.  I always found those moments both really good and 

really dangerous.  Good, because they at least offered an opportunity to try to connect 

all the God-stuff and church-stuff to life as we actually experience it, and dangerous at 

the same time, because it reminded me of how really difficult it is to do that. 

 

Today’s readings in both the Roman lectionary and the Byzantine lectionary are about 

the same kind of thing- about what we do with the things we think we possess, about 

the resources we have, about our responsibility towards others, about generosity, and 
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about what seems to be our common tendency to want to hold back and to divide what 

is “mine” or “ours” from what is “yours” or “theirs”.  The apostle James, for example, 

seemed to be really convinced that how we structure our social, economic life really 

does have something to do with God: 

“Come now, you rich, weep and wail over your impending miseries. 
Your wealth has rotted away, your clothes have become moth-eaten, 
your gold and silver have corroded, 
and that corrosion will be a testimony against you; 
it will devour your flesh like a fire. 
You have stored up treasure for the last days. 
Behold, the wages you withheld from the workers 
who harvested your fields are crying aloud; 
and the cries of the harvesters 
have reached the ears of the Lord of hosts.” 
 
Those are powerful words about economic justice in today Roman epistle reading! 
 
And then Jesus in Luke’s gospel (read at the Byzantine liturgy) says something even 

stronger about loving and lending without any expectation of a return on our capital: 

"If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners love those 
who love them. [33] And if you do good to those who do good to you, what credit is that 
to you? For even sinners do the same. [34] And if you lend to those from whom you 
hope to receive, what credit is that to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, to receive as 
much again.  [35] But love your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting nothing in 
return; and your reward will be great, and you will be sons of the Most High; for he is 
kind to the ungrateful and the selfish. 
 
Whenever I read words like these, I became painfully conscious of how deeply 

embedded in my own soul is that tendency to make a fundamental, sharp and clear 

distinction between what is “mine” and what is “yours”.  My sons’ arguments over toys 

and their voicing of “its mine” seem to be somehow deeply and radically a part of our 

human consciousness and our sense of identity.  And it doesn’t even just apply to 

things, to possessions.  It applies to almost everything, including spiritual stuff.   

 



3  

 

Jesus had to deal with this problem with his own disciples who were annoyed and were 

complaining about some guy who “who doesn’t follow us” but who was driving out 

demons in Jesus’ name.  He’s not with us, so he can’t be doing this kind of thing.  And 

Jesus’ response?  Don’t worry.  Don’t try to stop him.  Whoever is not against us- even 

if he’s not part of our little group- is for us.  Anyone who gives you a cup of water 

because you belong to the Messiah won’t lose his reward.  What the disciples saw was 

the difference, the gap, between “us” and “them”.  And if we have “it”-whatever “it” is- 

then those guys over there can’t have “it”.  At some point or another we all become 

radical proponents of “private ownership”, whether of material things or of spiritual 

things.  “This is mine.”  “It’s not yours.”  “You can’t have it.”  We can’t see that God has 

made us to be part of one another. 

 

So what do we do with that in our lives? What’s the solution?  Well, there seems to be a 

whole spectrum of responses.  On the far end of things, we could espouse some kind of 

Ayn Rand philosophy of life in which the highest human endeavor is self-interest.  

Altruism towards others, she argued, not only doesn’t work; altruism is evil.  Selfishness 

is the only way forward for human beings.   “You love only those who deserve it”, she 

says.  And if a person is weak. . . well, that person is beyond love.  He or she cannot 

expect what he hasn’t earned, either in terms of love or of money or of matter or of 

spirit.  “Each man”, she wrote, “must live as an end in himself and follow his own 

rational self-interest.”  Wow. With Ayn Rand’s philosophy of life, which lots of people 

espouse either consciously or unconsciously, you can’t get further away from today’s 
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readings and from St John Chrysostom’s teaching on the wrongness of dividing life up 

between what is “mine” and what is “yours”. 

 

The truth is, however, that even when we can’t bring ourselves  theoretically to espouse 

a full-blown Ayn Randian perspective on life because it is just too selfish, we still often 

operate with it in practice.  In his book, The Culture of Disbelief, Stephen Carter goes so 

far as to say that “there’s no belief in anything except power, possessions and prestige 

in America, while a religious façade is kept up.”  I certainly hope that is not true, but it is 

clear that self-interest, self-preservation, pushing our way upwards while trampling on 

others are regularly part of life as we know it.   

 

In a market-driven culture like ours, things and people and even religion can lose their 

inherent value for us and can be seen only in terms of their exchange value: Will it sell?  

Will it win?  Will it defeat the opponent?  Will it booster our way of life, our style, our 

economic growth, our power?  When religion is read and experienced this way, then we 

can hardly hear and understand words like “But love your enemies, and do good, and 

lend, expecting nothing in return; and your reward will be great, and you will be children 

of the Most High; for God is kind to the ungrateful and the selfish.  Be merciful, even as 

your Father is merciful.” 

 

So what do we do?  How do we escape from this disease that seems to hold all of us in 

one way or another? I don’t think there are any easy answers.  All that I know is that in 

some fundamental way we as a society and a culture seem to be drifting down a wrong 
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road, a road that seems to be taking us closer and closer to a place like Gehenna, the 

smouldering rubbish dump outside of Jerusalem that Jesus used as metaphor for what 

happens to us when we turn away from God’s way and God’s Kingdom.  What we need, 

and what we should be praying for, is somebody like St. Francis of Assisi, whose feast 

day is this coming week, on the 4th of October.    

 

We don’t need more structure or more rules or more theology or more arcane liturgy.  

We need somebody like Francis who knew that he was radically unfinished and that he 

always would be, but who struggled to give up everything so that all that would be left 

would be love.  Francis knew that only the poor- and that’s what he wanted to be- only 

the poor had the freedom to hear the gospel without distorting it for their own purposes.  

He insisted that we can only see rightly from below, from a disestablished position, and 

that God’s life is not to be found in the secure life at the top.  He saw that the Church he 

loved had been seduced and entrapped into a kind of spiritual materialism, all the more 

dangerous because this spiritual materialism appeared to be for the sake of God and 

the work of the Kingdom.   

 

Francis’ conversion and his journey in truth began only when he was able to embrace 

an ugly and smelly leper as part of himself. . .  as part of himself, when there was no 

longer “mine” and yours”, “us” and “them”.  When we’re honest, we know that we can’t 

do that yet.  We need someone to show us how. We need someone to unmask greed 

and power and control and selfishness and self-interest and show them to be the 

demons they really are. We need someone to come into our midst to demonstrate what 
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the Kingdom of God looks like.  Pray that God will raise up a new Francis in our own 

time and show us what it means to belong to one another, to live for one another, to be 

part of one another, to be free enough to be able to love. 
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