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6th Sunday in Ordinary Time 2014 

One of the earliest problems that the early disciples of Jesus had to deal with was the 

relationship between their new emerging community and the tradition of Israel, 

particularly the relationship of Christians to Torah, the first five books of the Hebrew 

Scriptures,  with their very complex set of rituals, purity regulations, property laws, and 

moral commandments that governed how Jews had lived for centuries and that ensured 

their identity and their separateness from the Gentile nations around them.  Today, only 

a few Sundays before Lent begins we are being reminded of our relationship to Israel in 

the Old Testament reading, in the Psalm appointed for the day, and in the Gospel 

reading.  We are being asked to reflect on this relationship, which is by no means 

straightforward, so that we can begin to ask the question, “and who are we?” and “Why 

does God make Christians?”. 

 

The book of Sirach, the Old Testament reading for today, speaks directly and 

unambiguously about the goodness of the Law and about the ability of human beings to 

keep Torah:  “If you choose you can keep the commandments, they will save you; if you 

trust in God, you too shall live; he has set before you fire and water to whichever you 

choose, stretch forth your hand. Before man are life and death, good and evil, 

whichever he chooses shall be given him.” 

 

Psalm 119, appointed as the Responsorial Psalm for today, also celebrates the 

goodness of Torah and the vocation of every Jew to observe what it requires: “Blessed 

are they whose way is blameless, who walk in the law of the LORD. 
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Blessed are they who observe his decrees, who seek him with all their heart. Instruct 

me, O LORD, in the way of your statutes, that I may exactly observe them. 

Give me discernment, that I may observe your law and keep it with all my heart.” And 

Psalm’s repeated response is “Blessed are they who follow the law of the Lord!” 

 

The Gospel reading from Matthew contains the strongest and the most traditional 

attitude of Jesus towards Torah in the entire New Testament when he says to his 

disciples:  “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets. I have 

come not to abolish but to fulfill. Amen, I say to you, until heaven and earth pass away, 

not the smallest letter or the smallest part of a letter will pass from the law, 

until all things have taken place. Therefore, whoever breaks one of the least of these 

commandments and teaches others to do so will be called least in the kingdom of 

heaven. But whoever obeys and teaches these commandments will be called greatest 

in the kingdom of heaven.”  

 

So, the question is, “what do we Christians do with all this?”  We know that we don’t 

keep Torah.  We know that something has shifted and changed the way we think about 

the regulations and commandments and the moral precepts of the Hebrew Scriptures.  

Even the Ten Commandments don’t stand unaltered for us.   They prescribe the 

Sabbath as a day of rest, while we celebrate Sunday as the day of the Lord.  They 

presume that a wife is property and adultery is a sin of theft against another man’s wife, 

his property, but we no longer think about things like that.  So what do we do with all 

this?  How do we think about it?  What from the tradition of Israel has changed for us 
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and what have we received?  This is, by no means, an easy question, but since the 

readings for today force the question, let me suggest what I think is at least perhaps a 

way forward by telling part of a story recounted by Melissa Nussbaum that I recently 

came across in the National Catholic Reporter.  

 

Melissa’s niece, Becky, had decided to embrace Judaism. So at sundown on the 4th  of 

September, the beginning of the Jewish New Year, what is called the “beginning of the 

world”, Becky, after having sat before a rabbinical court and answered questions about 

her desire to live a Jewish life, now was given a new name- Batya (“daughter of God”)- 

and she stepped down into the mikvah- the ritual bath.  The room grew crowded. It felt 

like the family waiting room in a birth center, everyone anxious, but happily so, Melissa  

recounts.  "How much longer?" the question on everyone’s lips. The expectant glance 

toward the door each time it opened. When will there be good news? 

 

It had been a long journey; perhaps it is always long. “My sister and I”, Melissa writes, 

“say Becky converted to Judaism, but Becky corrects us”. "I didn't convert," she says, 

"because I had nothing to convert from. I was nothing. Now I'm Jewish." By which she 

means Something. By which she means joy.  By nothing, she means, sadly and 

truthfully, her previous life of the mall gods that we have trained our children and 

ourselves to worship. She means the economic exchange we call Christmas. She 

means the pilgrimages to spas and gyms in a quest for eternal youth, but not eternal 

life. She means truth sought on a blue-lit screen and celebrities revered as priests. She 
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means sex with a computer and friendship in a bottle. She means a life stripped of times 

and seasons, feasts and fasts, by which she means just one damn thing after another. 

 

But now Becky is something.  The rabbinic court had ruled. Becky was to be invited in, 

and the rabbi now asks her if she has come of her own will, if she joins this tribe fully 

and freely.  He asks if Becky will make a Jewish home. If she is granted children, will 

she raise them in a Jewish home? If she is granted sons, will she bring them through 

circumcision into the covenant of Abraham? Most of the questions are about the home 

and not the temple, for that is where the life is planted and tended and lived. 

 

As this rite of acceptance and Becky’s embracing of a new life takes place, Melissa 

says that she began to cry, not out of sadness, but out of joy. What she sees and what 

she is witnessing is something tremendously profound.  It is something that those who 

turn away from religious life don't understand. They don’t understand that everyone is 

bound, to some thing or some one. But we religious people, despite all the difficulties 

and all the questions and problems that we often face, we are the fortunate ones.  We 

are fortunate prisoners. Prisoners, because we bind ourselves to One- the Holy One- 

who, in the binding, sets us free and free and freer still, until we become ourselves, the 

fully human men and women we were created to be. 

 

Here, I think, is the great gift and the great inheritance of Israel also given to us 

Christians- the realization that it is only in the binding of ourselves to the one true and 

living God that we can find our lives.  That ultimately was the purpose of the Law, of 
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Torah.  That’s why Jesus, despite his constant crossing of all kinds of boundaries and 

borders, could still celebrate the goodness of Torah, and could then call us, his 

disciples, to an even deeper and more profound observance of the meaning of Torah 

through a struggle to acquire purity of our hearts. 

 

Every time we renew our baptismal promises and every time we celebrate the 

Eucharistic Covenant, we are binding ourselves once again to the one true and living 

God who has disclosed himself to us in Jesus.  And this God is most profoundly 

committed to our flourishing, not trying to make us miserable or self-righteous through 

religious observances and regulations, but using religious observances and regulations 

to enable our flourishing, both in this life and in the next.  God is always the life-bringer.  

God’s will is that we are the best that we can be as human beings, that we are so drawn 

into God that we begin, and will end, sharing God’s glory. 

 

The whole point of being a Christian is not simply to make other people Christians- a 

kind of gigantic spiritual version of pyramid selling.  The point of being a Christian is so 

that we can become “Christlike”, so that we can learn what it is to be so taken up into 

Jesus’ relationship with the Father, so bound to the living God, that we actually live as 

God’s sons and daughters.  Learning to live as God’s daughters and sons was always 

the real purpose of Torah.  This is the lasting gift of Israel to us Christians.  We too are 

the fortunate ones.  We are the fortunate prisoners, because we bind ourselves to One- 

the Holy One- who, in the binding, sets us free and free and freer still, until we become 

ourselves, the fully human men and women we were created to be.   


