
Faithful Departed - November 2

TEACH US, O LORD, TO COUNT OUR DAYS

Introduction

We leave the maternal womb and enter into this world; after childhood we enter adolescence; we leave adolescence for youth; youth to mature age and old age. Finally, the time comes to leave this world to which we have grown fond of perhaps to the point of deeming it to be the final abode and not wanting anymore to leave it. Yet on this earth our aspiration to the fullness of joy and life is continually frustrated.

 When, with disenchantment, we consider the reality, we check everywhere for signs of death: diseases, ignorance, loneliness, frailty, fatigue, pain, betrayals—and our conclusion is: no, this cannot be the definitive world; it is too narrow, too marked by evil. Then the desire to roam beyond the narrow horizon wherein we move emerges in us; we even dream of being abducted to other planets where maybe we are freed from any form of death.

In the universe we know, the world to which we long for does not exist. To satisfy the need for the infinite that God has put in our heart, it is necessary to leave this land and embark on a new exodus. We are asked for a new exit, the last—death—and this frightens us.

Even the three disciples on the Mount of Transfiguration, they heard Jesus who spoke of his exodus from this world to the Father (Lk 9:31). They were seized by fear. "They fell with their faces to the ground, and were so afraid. But Jesus came and touched them, and said, arise and be not afraid” (Mt 17:6-7).

From the third century there appears, in the catacombs, the figure of the shepherd with the sheep on his shoulder. It is Christ, who takes by hand and cradles in his arms the person who is afraid to cross alone the dark valley of the death. With him, the Risen One, the disciples serenely abandon this life, confident that the shepherd to whom they have entrusted their life will lead them towards lush meadows and quiet streams (Ps 23:2) where they will find refreshment after a long tiring journey in the desert of this dry and dusty earth.

If death is the moment of encounter with Christ and an entry into the wedding banquet hall, it cannot be a dreaded event. It is something we expect. The exclamation of Paul: “For me, dying is a gain. I desire greatly to leave this life and to be with Christ” (Phil 1:21,23) should be uttered by every believer.

 

To interiorize the message, we repeat:

“Teach us, O Lord, to count our days.”

 

 

First Reading: Job 19:1,23-27a

Sin upset the internal balance of man by putting him in conflict with his most intimate aspirations. It breaks the relationship with God who is no longer considered a friend, but an intruder, a despot to free oneself from. It breaks the harmony with the brethren: not love and mutual aid, but enslavement. It destroys the bond of life with creation: turning man from a gardener into a poacher and a predator. If these are the disharmonies introduced by sin, Job is immuned of it.

The book that bears his name introduces him thus: "Job, a blameless and upright man who feared God and shunned evil, once lived in the land of Uz" (Job 1:1). Blameless means no cracks, not dissociated, opposed to any compromise with the consciousness; right, that is in harmony with others, incorruptible and above reproach; God fearing and avoiding evil means at peace with himself, with heaven and earth.



The result of a life guided by these moral principles can only be joy and in fact, Job is completely happy. He deserves it because he has remained faithful to the Lord. Yet despite his integrity, then one day misfortune hits him.

For Israel’s traditional theology—which interprets suffering as the result of a perverse act, as a punishment for sin—what happens to Job is an inexplicable mystery. How can God punish an honest, generous person and well-liked by everyone?

There is no possible explanation if not this: Job has committed some secret sin. It is what his friends think and they try to convince him to admit his mistakes. His response is almost blasphemous. He throws a challenge to God: he declares his willingness to confront him in court, sure to have the best and to be able to prove his innocence.

Today’s passage reports the words that—aware that he has now reached the end of his days—he dictates as his will. With a pen of iron—he asks his friends—write my story in a book, nay more, carve it on the rock, like the great kings of the East who carved their businesses on the stems. Let it remain imprinted for future reference. Death does not erase the memory of my integrity! (vv. 23-24).

It is not enough for him. He is not content that his name be engraved on the rock. At the height of despair, he appeals to an "Avenger" (v. 25). Who is this character and how will he put it into effect? The text does not explain it, only saying that "lastly he will stand upon the dust."

The most immediate interpretation is as follows: losing all hopes of surviving his immense pain, Job entrusts his defense to an "Advocate" who, during the trial in front of the false god, vehemently defended by his friends, will stand up to plead his cause and support his right. He will be the last one to talk; he will have the last word and will force everyone to acknowledge his innocence.

At this point in the process—Job is certain of it—the true God will enter the scene (vv. 26-27) and, after death, when his skin is destroyed, will see the Lord; he will contemplate him, with his eyes , and not as a stranger. It will not be the god of his friends, the executioner god who comes dangerously close to the satanic conception, the god who is just according to human criteria and is always ready to punish. It will be the true God, the one in whom Job has always firmly believed.

Lacking the light of Easter, he could not even imagine the ultimate destiny of man. However, the hope that death will not have the last word emerges in him. One day he will read the events in which he has been involved with different eyes and even the unfathomable mystery of the innocent suffering will be unveiled to him.

This wisdom passage is a call to recognize the finiteness of our intelligence and to give up the pretense of wanting to understand everything. On this land, it is necessary to live with the enigma of evil and pain. It cannot be understood, it can only be accepted. It is easier for us than Job because God came among us: not to give us explanations but to live—without discounts or privileges—our human condition and to teach us to love it.

 

Second Reading: Rom 5:5-11

The prospect of death is frightening. What we have built, the good done, the joys that we have enjoyed and endured pains, acts of love that we traded will they one day be totally zeroed? This is the question that everyone—even those who profess no religion—put to themselves when they pause to reflect, at least for a moment, on the meaning of their existence.

No less disturbing is the second question that affects only the believer, not the atheist: What will my fate be after this life, since there is a God who is waiting for me to evaluate it?

The seer of Revelation assures that human history will end with a wedding feast. He speaks of a new heaven and a new earth, of God who will pass to wipe away the tears from the eyes of each of his sons and daughters and of a world where "there shall be no more death, or mourning, crying out or pain, for the world that was has passed away" (Rev 21:1-4). These are fascinating images; they depict the wonderful reality that "eye has not seen, ear has not heard, nor has it dawned on the mind what God has prepared for those who love him" (1 Cor 2:9).

The question that emerges now in the believer is: Will I also be there among the guests of the eternal banquet or will the Lord and the righteous celebrate the feast without me? If the entry into the house of the Father is conditioned by our behavior, the risk of exclusion is high for everyone. Who can live in peace with this distressing question mark in the heart? The stupendous page of the letter to the Romans presented to us reassures all that for those who put their trust in Christ, nothing should undermine their joy. Their hope will not be disappointed because it is not based on their faithfulness and their good works, but on the unconditional and unfailing love of God (v. 6).

When the Lord takes the initiative to save his people he is not discouraged if he encounters obstacles. He does not stop halfway, nor breaks down, in front of the infidelity of people. He always and everywhere brings his work to completion. People—it is true—can also be obstinate in their sin, but God who loves infinitely does not resign to failure. He does not need suggestions on how to free all, even the most stubborn, from their attachment to evil.

The love of God—ensures Paul—is not weak, fickle as that of people. They love only their friends and may, rarely, even come to give their lives for those they love. God goes beyond the horizon: he loves everyone, even his enemies. Just as the people were away from him, he showed his great love by offering the most valuable treasure he had: his own Son. If God loved us when we were his enemies, the more he will love us now that we have been made righteous. It is not possible that our sins be stronger than his love. Even if we abandon him, he does not abandon us, "If we are unfathful, he remains faithful for he cannot deny himself" (2 Tim 2:13).

 

Gospel: John 6:37-40

What is a person’s value? Does he count only for what he produces, for his efficiency, for the money that he accumulates?

For someone a human being is less worthy than a sheep—said Jesus (Mt 12:12). He comes from dust (Sir 33:10), he can’t boast of anything before the Lord (1 Cor 1:29), but he is always the image of God. Filled with surprise in front of the wonders of creation, a pious Israelite with the heart of a poet has handed his reflection in a psalm: "When I observe the heavens, the work of your hands, the moon and the stars you set in their place—what is man that you be mindful of him; the son of man that you should care for him? Yet you made him a little lower than the angels; you crowned him with glory and honor" (Ps 8:4-6).

We define man from the bottom: reasonable animal, a step above the animals; the psalmist sees him a step below of God. It is in this biblical perspective that man and his destiny is evaluated. How does man appear before God? In what regard does he hold him? Here's the answer that he directs to everyone: "You are precious in my sight, and important—for I have loved you" (Is 43:4). It is from this statement that we may understand what God has planned for his wonderful creature, man.

In today's Gospel passage, his plan, his design of love is called by Jesus the will of the Father and he will insist on this will, recalling it four times. Which is it? To trust the whole of humanity to him, to his care. This will draw close to him, as the flock turns to its own shepherd: each sheep knows his voice, trusts him and feels called by name. Jesus does not lay down conditions to obtain salvation; he only ascertains a fact: the fate of the entire human community is to go to him. To go to him means accepting his word, to trust his proposal of life. None of those who will rely on him will be rejected (v. 37).



This is the dream that God has in mind since the creation of the world. The question spontaneously arises: will it be realized, or will there be someone that will be directed toward Jesus and some other instead—the majority judging from what has occurred so far in the world—who will reject Christ and his word, and will move away permanently from him?

The answer is contained in the second part of the passage: "And the will of him who sent me is that I lose nothing of what he has given me, but instead that I raise it up on the last day" (v. 39) . In God's plan defections or failures are not contemplated. His program will take place infallibly because it is unthinkable that Christ is not able to bring it to fruition. Without doing violence to the freedom of man, he will draw all people to himself, in an irresistible way; he will raise everyone on the last day. This expression has been mistakenly understood as a reference to the end of the world.

In John's Gospel the last day is one in which Jesus, on the cross, bowed his head, giving to humanity his Spirit (Jn 19:30). That is the last day to which the entire plan of God aimed, unending day, day in which the seed of new life, the very life of God entered the world.

With a final appeal to the Father’s will (v. 40) Jesus explains that God's plan is realized in three stages.

It is necessary, above all, to see the Son.

The memory of the encounter with Jesus of Nazareth remained indelible in the mind, heart, and also in the eyes of John, as it transpires from the first words of the letter that he writes to the Christians of his communities of Asia Minor: "What we have heard and have seen with our own eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, I mean the Word who is Life…The Life was made known, we have seen Eternal Life and we bear witness, and we are telling you of it. It was with the Father and made himself known to us. So we tell you what we have seen and heard" (1 Jn 1:1-3).

This visual experience of the man Jesus is no longer possible; it is realized in a unique moment of the world’s history. But letting our eyes be opened by his word and acknowledging in him the Son, the God who made himself present in the world, who came to bring us the bread of life, is the first step to enable us to accept his gift. After this recognition, personal adhesion follows. It is not enough to know Jesus, having seen him. Many have met him along the roads of Palestine, yet not everyone got drawn by his proposal.

 

The second step is to believe.

Only one who after knowing him on the testimony of those who saw and heard him, and giving him one’s own adhesion, really sees Jesus. The culmination of the path to salvation is the communication by the Father of the divine life to those who believe in Christ.

Gathered in community, today we do not remember the dead—for a Christian the dead do not exist because those who believe in Jesus do not die (Jn 11:26) —but the living, all the brethren who, having ended their gestation in this world, entered in the light, being born to the definitive life from which every form of darkness and death is excluded.

In this world, many of them might have struggled to "see" in Jesus the Son of God and to "believe" in him. Some have given their commitment to him at the last moment; others did not want to “see him” or welcome him for all their life. What will be their fate and how can we be close to them and show them our love? At the time of their birth to new life, all were certainly welcomed by the Father with the only words that he addresses to every person who, though a sinner, is his son or daughter: "Since you are precious in my sight, and important—for I have loved you" (Is 43:4).

Our prayer, our love and maybe even our forgiveness help them to complete the journey that they did not finish in this life towards the definitive embrace with the Father. The joyful message that the first mass’ readings give us is that Jesus will not leave incomplete his mission as Savior for no one.

 

===============================================================

First Reading: Isaiah 25:6-9

Long before Christ, a wise and elderly person, reflecting on the fleeting nature of life, concludes that people are like grass, "in the morning they blossom, but the flower fades and withers in the evening" (Ps 90:6).

His bitter and disconsolate conclusion: What to do then? If life is short, we should "enjoy all the good things: let us use creation with the zest of youth, making the most of choicest wines and perfumes, and not passing by any flower of spring. Let us crown ourselves with rosebuds before they fade” (Wis 2:6-9). "There is nothing better for mortals than to eat and drink and provide themselves with good things from their toil" (Ecl 2:24).

The wise psalmist is not seduced by such proposals and, against the inevitable event of death, he directs to the Lord the passionate invocation: "So make us know the shortness of our life, that we may gain wisdom of heart" (Ps 90:12).

It is not wise to remove from our minds thoughts of death or to try to avoid using the word. When we speak of death, we often prefer to use euphemisms, such as departure, disappearance, passing away, bereavement. Death, however, is our life’s companion. Pain, illusion, betrayal, disease and the various calamities we are subject to are all a learning of life, and remind us of the precarious state of our existence in this world; they remind us too that all earthly things are transitory.

Today’s liturgy brings us the memory of all the faithful departed, not to frighten us, but to lead us to the "wisdom of the heart" to lead us to discover the true meaning of life and to remind us of the joyful truth on which our faith is founded: the resurrection.

Tertullian, one of the great Church Fathers of the first Christian century, said: "Christian hope rests on theresurrection from the dead; we are what we are because we believe in the resurrection." It is, therefore, joy, not fear and anguish, that the word of God wants to communicate to us. It is the joy of one who has received, from above, the light of Easter that shines on all tombs.

The reading begins with a cheerful piece of news: God has decided to prepare a sumptuous feast; he will host a lavish party on Mount Zion. Who will be the invited ones? God is an unparalleled sovereign unmatched for his wealth and power. He will not only convene some notables but will gather around the same table all peoples of the earth excluding none; they will rejoice together even those who before coming hated each other, those who committed violence, who snatched from each other money land or goods.



They will witness extraordinary events; unprecedented events will happen: "On this mountain the Lord will destroy the veil that veils all peoples, the web that is woven over all nations” (v. 7) and everyone canbehold him, sitting at the table next to them; then God "will destroy death forever ... and wipe away the tears from all faces..." (v. 8).

Why has he prepared this sumptuous feast? For God, the Lord of life and joy has routed all his enemies.He also defeated even death, the last, the most terrible and frightening of all enemies.

The prophet was not so naive as to think that one day biological death will disappear; he heralded thedemise of what is defeat and death to mortals: life without ideals and meaning, the shame of failure and pain, hunger, disease, marginalization. Anything that is "not life" will be removed, "for Yahweh has spoken" (8). Nowhere in the Old Testament are found so extraordinary promises. The banquet will be enlivened with music, songs and dances.

The reading closes with the words of a hymn. It seems to have been composed to be recited in unisonby the participants: "This is our God. We have waited for him to save us, let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation. For on this mountain the hand of the Lord rests" (vv. 9-10).

The Prophet alluded to the messianic times, but could not imagine the extent of the promises that, inGod's name, he was doing. He could not guess that one day the Lord will destroy death itself forever.

Nevertheless, Paul will understand it. Enlightened by the events of Easter, he will write to the Corinthians: "When our perishable being put on imperishable life when our mortal beings put on immortality, the word of Scripture will be fulfilled: Death has been swallowed up by victory. Death, where is your victory? Death, where is your sting?

The seer of the book of Revelation will understand it. He, at the breaking the new heavens and the new earth, will contemplate God in the act of wiping away every tear from their eyes (Rev 21:4) as Isaiah promised.

 

Second Reading: Romans 8:14-23

Paul, knowing the history of his people, remembers that, led by Moses, the Israelites went from slavery in Egypt to the promised land. Becoming a disciple of Christ, the apostle, has understood that the journey ofIsrael in the wilderness was only a pale image of the real exodus, that which introduced all humanity into the land of freedom.

At the beginning of the reading (v. 14), the Spirit is indicated, the guide in charge of leading the children of God to the house of the Father.

Moses has given to Israel the law of God, the precious gift that points to the people the way of life, but it had a limit. It did not communicate the strength to practice the precepts contained in the law itself. It was like the signage for the marathoner: it shows him the way to go, but does not help, push and lead him to the goal.

The Spirit is not a law that from the outside traces the route to go. It is a force that guides and illuminatesthe heart. It is an inner drive that not only points out the goal, but communicates the strength to reach it. The goal is the condition of being God's children. Those who allow themselves to enter by the Spirit in this new reality become a free person.

Anyone who is not guided by the Spirit, even though he deems himself a free man is actually a servantof his own whims, mania to possess, to dominate, to appear. He is not the one who manages his own life, butthe instincts, that become his masters.

Liberated by the Spirit that has been given to him, guided by a new heart, the Christian—Paul assures—can go to God and call him Father, indeed, Abba (v. 15). In Jesus' times, the people refused to call God "Father.” This term, used in daily familiar conversation, was considered too humble and irreverent. Surprising, therefore, that in the mouth of Jesus, it becomes the usual definition of God.

But there's more. To address God, Jesus has introduced an even more familiar expression. He has taught to call God Abba, a word that belonged to a language used by children up to age 12 or 13 years. Then it was abandoned. It was used again by the adult children when they want their father, already decrepit, to experience again the tenderness that they had shown him during childhood.

Adopting the term Abba, Jesus wanted his disciples to assimilate a new way of conceiving God, a simple and loving way to relate to him. To express the intimacy and trust found in this word, we should not translate itas Father but as dad or better yet, as ‘daddy’ as the kids scream when they run to the arms of their parents tobe caressed.

To us ‘daddy’ sounds a little undignified. It seems as an expression of familiarity, too brash to address a deity. We, therefore, prefer ‘Father’ which is more serious. However, we lose the dimension of tenderness thatJesus wants to instill in us. God is not the Lord who distances himself, demands respect and adoration, establishes rules and prohibitions, but someone who stays affectionately close to us. If you discover that God is ‘Abba’—Paul concludes— you cannot relapse in fear: from an ‘Abba’ one would expect caresses.

None of the loved ones who have left us was alien to sin. Maybe we remember some very serious ones of some, so serious as to make us fear that they have been rejected by God. Those who still cultivate thesefoolish thoughts, forget that God is ‘Abba,’ not a vigilante.

Paul feels the need to clarify the difference between the filiation of the only Son, Christ, and ours (vv. 16-17). He does so using the image of "adoptive filiation," an unknown institution, unknown in Israel. However, it was very widespread in the Greco-Roman world where the adopted one enjoyed the same rights as the natural children, including participation in the family inheritance. Similarly, even more included—Paul declares—is the person introduced by God in his "family": he is offered a full sonship and the same "inheritance," the same bliss enjoyed by the only begotten of the Father.

The condition of God’s sonship is wonderful; however, as John reminds us in his letter: "We are God's children and what we shall be have not yet been shown. Yet when he appears in his glory, we know that we shall be like him, for then we shall see him as he is" (1 Jn 3:2).

We now live in a state in which we experience much suffering, however as Paul reminds us, "they cannot be compared with the glory that will be revealed and given to us" (v. 18). Suffering arises from the situation of acreation that has been subjected to expiration, slavery and corruption, so it screams in pain (vv. 12-22).

Man has been involved in an absurd project, opposed to that for which he left the hands of God. Manhas corrupted it and now faces fearfully the consequences of his horrors. It threatens the soil’s fertility, cleanliness of the air, water’s potability; he notes the provoked damages to plants and animals, is conscious of having filled the seabed of toxic wastes and bombs.



This creation expects to be redeemed, redirected to the plan of God who, at the beginning, had lookedwith satisfaction on everything he had created, because everything “was very good" (Gen 1:31).

Paul encourages us not to despair and not to interpret the creation’s cry of pain as that of a dying person, but rather like that of the mother who is giving birth to a new child.

 

Gospel: Matthew 25:31-46

A God who ruthlessly condemns is, for a Christian, quite embarrassing. One cannot understand how the terrible threats referred to in vv. 41-46 can be regarded as "gospel", that is, as "good news", as "message of salvation."

There is an even greater challenge: how can a severe God who appears in today's passage agree with the Father the whole gospel speaks about? He who "makes his sun rise on both the wicked and the good and he gives rain to both the just and the unjust", demanding of his children not to make distinctions between good and evil (Mt 5:43-48). How can one, to a certain point, order a separation which tells us not to do anything? Ifone throws eternal fire to his enemies, he cannot require us to love our enemies (Mt 19:10). Jesus, who came “to seek and to save the lost" (Lk 19:10) and boasts of being "a friend of tax collectors and sinners" (Lk 7:34), will he be able one day to stand against us?

The "justice" of this God leaves much to be desired: could the sin of man (frail, limited, finite creature) be punished with an infinite, "everlasting" punishment? There is no proportion between punishment and failure. If, on the other hand, man remains free-as is certain-for all eternity, why should wrongdoers persist in their errors? What will make them so stubborn? Maybe the encounter with God? These are some of the manyquestions that are raised against this passage of the Gospel. These are serious questions, but they might have originated from an incorrect interpretation of the text.

The question arises when we consider the context in which this description of the "trial" is placed. It’s enough to read what follows. After the great scene in which the Son of Man deploys all his power, here is what happens: "In two days’ time it will be Passover and the Son of Man will be handed over to be crucified" (Mt 26:2). It is like being left speechless: from the celebration of triumph one passes to the most ignoble of defeats.They look like two opposing, irreconcilable situations, and yet, these are two glorious moments of a singlevictory, the victory of love. The Christ who "judges" also delivers himself in the hands of those he loves and justly “inasmuch as victim of love” he becomes a judge: He is the "ideal man" after God, the true man, withwhom all have to be compared, even from now on, to see if they are building the life or are laying the groundwork for failure. We will return to the argument. Now let's examine the text.

In Palestine, at sunset, shepherds tend to separate the sheep from the goats. The latter are more sensitive to cold and are placed under a roof. The sheep, covered with wool, like the cool of the night and have no problem spending the night in the open. Jesus uses this image, taken from everyday life, to convey his message. To understand it, we must pay attention, first, to the literary genre. A hasty, superficial reading,perhaps a bit naïve, of the Gospel risks drawing theological conclusions that, in the light of a more attentive and careful study, may appear unfounded and even deviant.

The language is typical of the preachers of that time. To stir their listeners, they tended to use stunning images, tremendous punishments, unquenchable fire and eternal penalties. It was said, for example: "As the human race trembles, the beasts are happy, because it goes well with them that humans need not wait for any judgment.” Listen carefully, though: when rabbis spoke of the "fire of Gehenna". They did not refer to hell, but the fire that burned constantly in the valley surrounding Jerusalem that served as the city dump. The adjective"eternal" did not have the philosophical connotations it has today, but it was popularly used to mean, in general terms, a "long", "undefined" period.

This Gospel passage is generally regarded as a parable, but this is not accurate. It belongs to the genrecalled judgment scene, found both in the Bible (cf. Dan 7) and in rabbinic literature. The structured schema is always the same: there is a presentation of the judge, accompanied by angels who serve as assistants andsecurity guards, then the convocation of all people, the separation of groups, the sentencing and finally the righteous are rewarded and the wicked punished.

The aim of this literary genre is not to inform about what will happen at the end of the world, but to teachhow to behave today.

As an example, here's a judgment scene of the rabbinic literature showing an impressive analogy withour text: "In the future world who is judged will be asked: What are your works? If he answers: 'I fed who was hungry,' he will be told: 'This is the Lord’s gate, enter through it' (Ps 118:20). If he answers: 'I have given drink to the thirsty,' he will be told: 'This is the gate of the Lord come through it'; if he answers: 'I have clothed the naked,' he will be told, 'This is the gate of the Lord, go through it.' The same will apply to one who has taken care of the orphan, who has given alms, who has produced works of love "(Midrash of Psalm 118:17).

Referring to the dialogue, it is clear that the rabbis did not intend to reveal the words that God will deliverat the end of the world. They, instead, wanted to instill the values ??that will serve as a solid foundation for life inthis world.

Let us now examine the structure of the passage in Matthew. It is easy to define. It begins with an introduction (vv. 31-33) followed by two dialogues (vv.34-40; 41-46) that develop in a parallel and identical way:the king pronounces the sentence (approval in a case and conviction on the other) and explains why. Bothcases raise an objection to which the judge responds respectively.

It is also easy to set the message Jesus wants to convey: the years of man's life are precious, a treasureto be managed well. No one can go wrong because life is one: Jesus suggests how one must live.

The rabbis said: this world is like a dry land, the future world is like the ocean; if a man does not prepare food on dry land what will he eat on the sea? This world is like a cultivated land, the future world as a wilderness; if a man does not prepare food on cultivated land what will he eat in the desert? He will grind his teeth and bite his flesh; desperate, he will tear his clothes and riff off his hair.

For Jesus, human life is more important than for the rabbis, so he reveals to the disciples the values ??thatwill provide a secure basis for this human life. What values??? It is not hard to spot them because they occupyhalf of the story and are so important that Jesus repeated them four times, at the risk of appearingmonotonous: it is the six works of mercy.

The list of people to help - the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the naked, the sick and the imprisoned(vv. 35-36,42-43) was known throughout the Middle East (cf. Is 58:6-7). The chapter 125 of the Book of the Dead is famous. In Egypt the text, since the second millennium B.C., was placed with the deceased at the time of burial. This was what he had to testify before the court of Osiris: "I have practiced what gladdens the gods. I have given bread to the hungry, I gave water to the thirsty, I have clothed the naked, I offered a trip to those who had no boat.” The only novelty brought by Jesus is that He identifies with these people: what is done to one of these little ones, is done to him.

The values he ??suggests are not similar to those for which most men lose their heads, but they are whatreally count in the eyes of God.

What is the ideal of a successful man in our society? He who holds power, who is rich, who can afford tosatisfy his every whim, who is wanted by the TV cameras. "Successful men" are an athlete driving the stadiums crazy, the TV star or anyone who has managed to become a character by notoriety or by career.

What is the thought of God? At the conclusion of the story of every man on earth, when each is alonewith himself and with God, only love will be precious. The life of each one will be considered as success or failure according to the commitment of the person in the elimination of six situations of suffering and poverty: hunger, thirst, exile, nakedness, sickness, imprisonment.

A detail is carefully highlighted in the story: none of those who have done these works of mercy hasrealized of having done them to Christ. Love is true only if it is disinterested, even if it is free of any suspicion of complacency; the one who acts in view of the reward, even that of heaven, does not yet genuinely love.



And the sentence? The rabbis used to repeat twice their teachings to better imprint it in the minds of their disciples. Often they first presented the message positively and then negatively. They resorted to the familiar"antithetical parallelism", also used by Jesus (cf. Lk 6:20-26; Mt 7:24-27; Mk 16:16...).

Our passage is an example of this: the second part (verses 41-45) adds absolutely nothing to the first; it is a stylistic record to highlight the concept already expressed. What urges Jesus is not terrorize his listeners stirring the fright of hell, but indicating with strong images the very serious danger of wasting life –that is what really counts. He does not claim to announce what will happen at the end of the world, but to think, to open the eyes, to show God's judgment on the decisions we take today.

A simple example may help us better understand what was said. In a jewelry shop two necklaces are on display, one of pure gold but a little worn out by time, the other of burnished brass but very polished. An inexperienced buyer enters and is attracted and fascinated by the brilliance of the brass necklace. Fortunatelyan expert appears and warns him: Beware – he says –don’t waste your money on this bauble or trifle!

This judgment saves the inexperienced buyer. Even in the case that the knowledgeable will use harshand threatening expressions, his judgment would always be a judgment of salvation.

Believing that the judgment scene described by Jesus refers to the condemnation of sinners to the torments of hell is, at best, risky. Hell exists, but is not a place created by God to punish, at the end of life, who has behaved badly. It is a condition of unhappiness and despair resulting from sin. Of hell of sin, however, one can get out: our liberation comes from Christ and his judgment of salvation.

But, in the end, will God not punish the wicked? A judge seems just to us when, after evaluating their crime, he punishes with equity. But this is not the justice of God. He's not just because he rewards or punishesaccording to our standards and expectations—in this case there would be no hope for anyone and all will end convicted—but because he is able to make the wicked righteous (cf. Rom 3:21-26).

The question, therefore, is not who will be counted as sheep and goats at the end of the world, but in what occasions today we behave as sheep and behave as goats. We are sheep when we love our brother; we are goats when we neglect him.

What will happen at the end? It is truly hard to believe that the good shepherd—from whom no one will be able to snatch even one of his sheep (cf. Jn 10:28)—after leaving us jumping like kids to the right and to theleft, not find a way to turn us all ... into his lambs.

 

============================

 

 

First Reading: Wisdom 3:1-9

Alexandria, the opulent city of the Ptolemies, evokes many memories: its founder Alexander the Great, the lighthouse that was one of the seven wonders of the world, the famous library that attracted scholars and writers from around the world and, not least, the political vicissitudes and love life of Cleopatra. It is precisely at the time of this queen that the author of the Book of Wisdom lives. This book is the last in the order of time of the books of the Old Testament.

In this city, may Jews have settled for over three centuries. They have their synagogues where they read the Greek translation of the Holy Scriptures. They retain their cultural identity and their traditions, but also suffer the irresistible allure of the Hellenistic culture. Many, especially the young, are seduced by the temptations of idolatry and moral customs of the heathens.

Concerned about the danger of apostasy that hangs over his co-religionists, the author exposes, in a passionate discourse, put on the mouth of the wicked, the proposals for a pleasurable-life from which every pious Jew must be on guard: “Led by mistaken reasons they think, life is short and sad and there is no cure for death. It was never heard that anyone came back from the netherworld. By chance we were born; when life is over, it will be as if we never existed. Come then and enjoy all the good things; let us use creation with the zest of youth, making the most of choicest wines and perfumes and not passing by any flower of spring. Let us crown ourselves with rosebuds before they fade. Let us oppress the upright man who is poor, and have no thought for the widow, or respect for the while hair of old age. Let our strength be our right, since it is proved that weakness is useless" (Wis 2:1-11).

Those who are inspired by these principles cannot endure for long the just living alongside them. TRheir moral integrity is for them a tacit reproach that, if they fail to involve them in their corrupt life and make them deviate from their righteousness, they must eliminate them. That's in fact the resolution with which the wicked conclude their speech: "Let us set a trap for the righteous, for he annoys us and opposes our way of life; he reproaches us…we condemn his to a shameful death" (Wis 2:12-20).

The passage reported by our reading begins at this point. Will the plans of the wicked succeed? Removing him from the among them will they have finally closed the accounts with the righteous? The author has already anticipated his judgment: led by mistaken reasons (Wis 2:1). Their calculations are wrong because they think that, with the descent of the righteous in the tomb, the dispute is closed forever; it is not so: "The righteous are in God's hands." The senseless people believed that they have died, that their passage was a disaster and their departure an annihilation. Instead they are in peace (v. 1).

For centuries the wise people of Israel sought an answer to the scandal of pain of the innocent. Faced with this enigma, even the wise Ecclesiastes was groping in the dark and was bitterly forced to admit: "I have seen everything during my lifetime of futility; there is a righteous man who perishes in his righteousness and there is a wicked man who prolongs his life in his wickedness" (Ecl 7:15); and the Psalmist: "For I was envious of the arrogant, when I saw the wicked prosper" (Ps 73:3). To those who argued that God repaid with justice the good done and the evil committed, Job—who did not believe in another life—answered mockingly: "Why do the wicked live, increase in age and in power? Their descendants flourish in their sight… live out their days and go down to Sheol" (Job 21:7-13).

In this disturbing debate, the author of the Book of Wisdom finally introduces a new and enlightening revelation: with death all is not over; there is an afterlife. The death of the righteous is not a defeat, an annihilation, but the arrival time at the destination: the bliss with God. "People thought they would suffer punishments, instead they waited for immortality." It is the first time that this term appears in the Bible, in the sense of endless life (v. 4). In the light of immortality it is possible to grasp the meaning of the suffering that the righteous have had to endure. They were not punishment, but tests through which they could demonstrate their devotion to God and to His law. They have borne them with courage, for this the Lord "found them worthy to be with him and has accepted them as a holocaust” (vv. 5-6).

At the moment of reckoning their righteousness will shine in front of everyone and their righteousness will be recognized (v. 7). In the new world they will be with God and they shall reign for ever with him (vv. 8-9).

 

Second Reading: Revelation 21:1-5a,6b-7



In the Bible the term ‘new’ is often used—347 times in the Old Testament and 44 in the New Testament—and this adjective means a radical change compared to what existed before. The new work of God is something unexpected, unimaginable, amazing. When, for example, he promises a "new law" (Jer 31:31-34), it does not refer to a new set of requirements, to an "update" of the Decalogue, but the gift of a radically different law, the inner dynamism leading to the fulfillment of God’s will, the impulse that moves the heart to choose the good.

In the Old Testament are announced many new realities that the Lord will implement: a new alliance, a new spirit, a new heart and a new creation: "I now create new heavens and a new earth, and the former things will not be remembered, nor will they come to mind again. Be glad forever and rejoice in what I create; for I create Jerusalem to be a joy and its people to be a delight" (Is 65:17-18).

The first creation was good. All that God had done was “very good” (Gen 1:31), but man, in his freedom, introduced sin; he used creatures for evil and has oriented them to corruption. The consequences of his choices are there for all to see: wars, violence, oppression, injustices.... Is God’s plan therefore a hopeless failure? Has his creation got out of the Lord of the universe’s hand? No—the seer of Revelation replied. God has in hand the destiny of the world, no event gets him by surprise, he is making all things new (v. 5). He does not destroy the first creation, but he is preparing a new heaven and a new earth. Only the sea—a symbol of all that is contrary to life (Rev 13:1)—will be made to disappear forever, it will evaporate to the last drop (v. 1).

The vision continues: "I saw the new Jerusalem, the holy city coming down from God, out of heaven, adorned as a bride prepared for her husband" (v. 2). At no time in her life the woman is as fascinating as on the wedding day. Her gait with graceful movements, her face without spot or wrinkle are cause for admiration and the object of flattering comments from the participants at the party. The reality of the world that we can see is the opposite; the outlook is bleak and nothing preludes to such a startling transformation. It takes a lot of faith to believe that from such a corrupt reality a new world can be born. Even one who observes a caterpillar is not misled into thinking that a butterfly is about to appear.

The conclusion of the world’s history is described by the Seer of Revelation as a dream: God will dwell for ever with people, "and he will wipe every tear from their eyes; there shall be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the world that was has passed away" (vv. 3-4).

It is the message of joy and hope that John addresses to the Christians of his community, tempted to fall at the apparent and relentless triumph of evil. In the end—he assures—we will realize that, against all appearances to the contrary, the events of history had never escaped the Lord's hand.

 

Gospel: Matthew 5:1-12a

As human being people always cultivated a desire to meet God, to question him, to know his thoughts, to find out his plans. How to find him? Where can we meet him? In ancient times it was believed that the ideal place would be the peaks of the mountains. All nations had their sacred mountains—meeting places between heaven and earth, the abode of the gods and goal of human ascent—: for the Greeks, Olympus; for the inhabitants of Mesopotamia, Ararat; for the Ugarits, the Tzaphon.

Israel also shared this belief. Abraham, Moses and Elijah had their strongest spiritual experiences on the mountains: Moria, Horeb and Mount Carmel. Matthew places the first discourse of Jesus on the mountain. Christian devotion has identified this place with the hill overlooking Capernaum. The nuns who guard it have turned it into an oasis of peace, meditation and prayer. Strolling under the majestic trees, greeted by the rustle of leaves blowing in the breeze coming down from the snowy peaks of Lebanon, contemplating from above the lake that Jesus and his disciples crossed so many times, one feels almost naturally induced to raise the eyes to the sky and the thought to God.

No matter how impressive this experience is, the mountain referred to by Matthew should not be understood in a geographical sense, but in its theological significance. More than a real place, “the mountain”in the Bible refers to any place or time when we dispose ourselves to meet the Lord and to accept his word. We can visualize the scene. Jesus detaches himself from the plain, a symbol of the society where—in the words of the Ecclesiastes—“all that is done, all that succeeds, results from rivalry with the neighbor: all is meaningless and chasing the wind” (Ecl 4:4). He climbs the mountain where the judging criteria and proposed models of life are radically different: they are those of God.

The scale of values ??established in the plains is, in broad terms, as follows: the first place to health, then family, professional success, bank account and friends. Even God and the saints—of course—are placed in the ranking, but rather at the bottom, as useful supports of previous values ??that are really at heart. Will the person who lives his own life according to these ideals be successful? What does God think of it? To avoid the risk of focusing on disappointing goals and wasting one’s existence, it is necessary to confront his judgment. Which scale of values ??is proposed on the mountain?

Today’s liturgy invites us to reflect on the proposals of blessedness made ??by Jesus. They are the ones that the saints in heaven have put into practice and that the saints of earth, encouraged by their example, are inspired to follow.

 

Blessed are the poor in spirit.

It is hard to say in how many ways this beatitude has been interpreted. Someone referred it to the miserable, the beggars, the exploited, as if they were the kind of people God is pleased with and therefore should be left in their state, indeed, it should be ensured that all become like them. It is, of course, about an absurd, deviant interpretation. The humanity dreamed by God is not the one in which his children are poor, but one in which “no one is poor” (Acts 4:34).

Others believe that the “poor in spirit” are those who, while maintaining the possession of their property, are detached from them and generous in bestowing offerings to the less fortunate. But alms—even recommended in some (rare) biblical texts—do not introduce into the world the “new justice;” it does not solve the root problem of the equitable division of assets because the concept believes in the existence of the rich and poor on earth.

The principle of “to each his own” that underpins our justice seems wise and sensible, but it stems from a false premise, derived from the assumption that something belongs to a person, while, in fact, everything is of God: “The Lord’s is the earth and its fullness, the universe and its inhabitants” (Ps 24:1). A person is only an administrator of goods, and he or she will be called to render account of this administration.

From the false relationship with the goods of this world, rise the evil instincts of possessing, accumulating and using goods only for oneself. All the evils: wars, violence, disagreements, jealousy ensue from there (1 Tim 6:10). The whole creation is therefore “groaning in pain and begs to be renewed and redeemed” (Rom 8:19-25).

All possessive adjectives that we use express an erroneous conception of reality: if all is of God, it makes no sense to talk about mine, yours and not even of ours because everything is of the creator. The biblical image of the world is that of the banquet hall where the Lord invites each of his children from the moment he called them to life.

The person is a table companion who rejoices with the brothers and sisters of the gifts that the Father freely makes available to all. Whoever manages them as one’s own property commits a theft. Life itself does not belong to man; it is of God and is a gift that must be offered for love.

In respect to goods, Jesus never assumed the attitude of contempt that characterized the cynical philosophers. For him, the “dishonest wealth” also becomes good when it is distributed to the poor (Lk 16:19). However, although he never condemned it, he regarded it as a threat, “an obstacle—insurmountable for many—to enter the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 19:23). The more a person is favored, the more goods one has, the more one is tempted to tie one’s heart with them, keep them for oneself and employ them selfishly.

To those who want to follow him—to those who want to be holy—Jesus asks for total detachment: “Everyone of you who does not renounce all his possessions cannot by my disciple” (Lk 14:33). The beatitude should be read in the context of this essential requirement to share all that is available to us from God.



Jesus does not exalt poverty as such. By adding the specification in spirit, he makes it clear that not all the poor are blessed. Only the ones who, by free choice, strip themselves of all and manage the assets according to God’s plan are blessed. The poor in spirit are those who decide not to possess anything for themselves and make available to others all that they receive.

Mind you: the poor according to the gospel is not the one who has nothing, but the one who does not keep anything for himself or herself. Whoever has had more is considered rich, if he becomes haughty, humiliates the less gifted, and employs one’s own ability to oppress others. If he spends himself for others and puts himself at the service of those who need him is poor in spirit.

Someone who is miserable needs not be “poor in spirit.” He is not, if he curses himself and others; if he attempts to improve his own condition with violence and deceit; if he thinks for himself by losing interest in others, or if he cultivates the dream of one day winning the prestigious position of the rich.

Voluntary poverty, the renunciation of the selfish use of all property that one owns, is not something optional, not a counsel reserved to some who want to be heroes or more perfect than others. This is wh

Fernando Armellini


