 Little house of prayer for the week of Aug 31-Sep 06, 2014
XXII Sunday in Ordinary Time
“Faith and the Paschal Cross”

1. The Word of God

Reading 1 – 1 Jeremiah 20:7-9

You duped me, O LORD, and I let myself be duped; you were too strong for me, and you triumphed.  All the day I am an object of laughter; everyone mocks me.  Whenever I speak, I must cry out, violence and outrage is my message; the word of the LORD has brought me derision and reproach all the day. I say to myself, I will not mention him; I will speak in his name no more. But then it becomes like fire burning in my heart, imprisoned in my bones; I grow weary holding it in, I cannot endure it.

The Word of the Lord / Thanks be to God

Responsorial Psalm – Psalm 63:2, 3-4, 5-6, 8-9

R.  My soul is thirsting for you, O Lord my God.

O God, you are my God whom I seek; for you my flesh pines and my soul thirsts
like the earth, parched, lifeless and without water.


Thus have I gazed toward you in the sanctuary to see your power and your glory,
For your kindness is a greater good than life; my lips shall glorify you.

Thus will I bless you while I live; lifting up my hands, I will call upon your name.
As with the riches of a banquet shall my soul be satisfied, and with exultant lips my mouth shall praise you. 

You are my help, and in the shadow of your wings I shout for joy.
My soul clings fast to you; your right hand upholds me.

Reading 2 – Romans 12:1-2
I urge you, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God, your spiritual worship.  Do not conform yourselves to this age but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and pleasing and perfect.
The Word of the Lord / Thanks be to God

Proclamation of the Holy Gospel according to Matthew (Matthew 16:21-27)

Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer greatly from the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed and on the third day be raised.  Then Peter took Jesus aside and began to rebuke him, “God forbid, Lord! No such thing shall ever happen to you.”  He turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are an obstacle to me.  You are thinking not as God does, but as human beings do.”

Then Jesus said to his disciples, “Whoever wishes to come after me must deny himself, take up his cross, and follow me.  For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.
What profit would there be for one to gain the whole world and forfeit his life?  Or what can one give in exchange for his life?  For the Son of Man will come with his angels in his Father’s glory, and then he will repay all according to his conduct.

The Gospel of the Lord / Praise to you Lord Jesus Christ
2. References for a better understanding of the Gospel
This week’s Gospel follows the one from last week.  After Peter tells Jesus that He is “the Messiah, the Son of the Living God” (and symbolically receives the “keys to the Kingdom” from Him), he tries to dissuade Him from the suffering that His Redemptive Mission would entail… Consequently, Jesus corrects Him, but His scolding is terrible when He tells him something that perhaps none of us would like to hear, much less coming from the Lord:  “Depart from me, Satan…”

It sounds contradictory, right?  First, Peter inspired by God the Father tells Jesus that He is the Redeemer, and now, he is trying to discourage Him from fulfilling His mission of redemption…  Jesus, on the other hand, has told him:  “you are rock and upon this rock, I will build my Church,” and now, he calls him a stumbling rock, and practically tells him that he is possessed…  How can we explain this contradiction?
In reality, good Peter was neither possessed, nor wanted Jesus to stop being the Messiah; he was just acting as a human being who, out of his immense love for the Lord, tried to do his best to avoid him the suffering.

So, the lesson we can draw from this Gospel is precisely this:  that the usual logic of the world, the way in which men and women act and think, often bear little resemblance to the Will of God...
Jesus did not regret having told Peter that he would be the first among his brothers, and he really was not mad at him for what he had said, but He needed to be firm in teaching him a lesson, since He had to prepare all of them, especially Peter, for what was to come…

It is worth remembering that, at the beginning of His mission, when the Lord was fasting in the desert, the devil tried to tempt Him, offering Him precisely, an easy, effortless, no-suffering Messianism (Mat 4:1-11).
Just think:  Had Jesus thrown Himself down from the pinnacle of the Temple, and the angels had come to His rescue, He would not have had to do anything else, because in the face of such a magnificent spectacle, whoever saw this, would have immediately proclaimed Him Messiah, and His fame would have spread throughout the ancient world in just a few months…
This is definitely not God’s way to do things, and we could say a lot more on the subject, but let us now focus on part two of this Gospel, which will lead us more directly to the issue on which we should meditate, that is, the three conditions that the Lord tells us are necessary (essential) to be His disciples:  “Whoever wishes to come after me must deny himself, take up his cross, and follow me.”
In short, following someone means, going behind, leading the same path.  It does not matter how close you follow, or how long it takes you to go through every point on the road, but it is vitally important not to skip the key spots that the one in front of you has gone through.

This is why, in order to be good disciples of Jesus, it is necessary to have a very good understanding of the nature of Jesus’ mission and the Mystery of His Messianism, which is precisely what the Lord is trying to teach His Apostles (and all of us) in today’s passage:  Deny oneself, take up one’s cross, and follow Him.
1) Deny oneself:  As we have said on repeated occasions in our catechesis, the first step to follow Christ is the most difficult one:  renouncing or denying oneself, which is where we often get stuck, the point that many times causes us to fall and go backward instead of forward.  Therefore, we will dedicate more time to discuss this.

Well, it just so happens that most of us feel that we are too far advanced in this regard, that we are carrying a very heavy cross, and we also do very little to hide it (because we believe that we gain “Christian prestige” when we go around telling others that we are in bad shape and “things are not going well”)…

But, as it turns out, we forget the most important thing, and this is why we go around carrying problems that, in reality, have nothing to do with the cross that God has in store for us, that are merely a consequence of our unwillingness to renounce to our selfishness, our pride, and our own way to understand and do things.  We have too many attachments…
To deny oneself means, first and foremost, not centering one’s life on the "I:"  on my perceptions, my thoughts,  my plans and my desires, or at best, on the projects of the small group that surrounds me (be it family, friends, small community, etc.), where I would naturally be an influence, projecting my own ideals and desires...
Denying oneself, as Jesus asks, means centering our lives in God, in His Church, and in His Project, which is the global edification of the Kingdom, and have this above all things, likes, preferences, and also, above my own discomfort.
This often implies the acceptance of adversity, and having to endure with meekness and peace, the most diverse difficulties, troubles and even pain, but in a truly humble way, without flaunting, because otherwise, we lose the possibility of actually associating our cross to the cross of Christ.

This is where the story about St. Francis of Assisi comes in handy, as a perfect example:  St. Francis was so sad and depressed about the changes that took place in the Order of Friars he had founded that, once he ceased being the Superior General, complained to Jesus, praying with insistence...
It is said that Jesus spoke back to him from the wood of the Cross, saying:  "What is it that you're so worried and distressed about?" St. Francis utterly shocked replied: "Do you not see that in this way the Order will disappear?" And Jesus replied, "And if it were my Will that it disappear, what concern is it of yours...?"
It is said that, as of that moment, St. Francis began to worry less about the ideas he had about the Congregation he had founded, and about the fate that his own brothers and followers were giving to the Order…  That is, he denied himself, stopped centering on “his” ideas, “his” congregation and “his” brothers, and was able to live more peacefully, witnessing what God was doing through the people He had designated to replace him, and helping with those plans that were within his reach.

If we cannot deny ourselves, we will definitely be incapable to contribute to the edification of the Kingdom, and we will be building only comfort zones and areas of recognition for ourselves, that is, springboards and stages to continue catapulting the “I” to the infinite; supporting ourselves with excuses, arguments and justifications, but we will never confuse God with that.
2) Pick up your cross:  We could say many things on this subject, but we already advanced somewhat in this regard in the previous section, and because time and space are always limited, we will summarize the topic in just a few vital ideas.

The first concept is that each one should carry his own cross (that is, I should neither choke others with my cross, nor should I take possession of other people’s crosses, or look forward to add unnecessary weight to my cross); I must carry my cross and try to do it, as Jesus did:  with humility and love, with no fuss, no mournful cries to grab others’ attention, without rebelling or complaining to God, without presumptions or false modesty, and without pride or comparisons.
Jesus left us a very clear example of how we should act in the face of adversity, and to follow Him, all we really need to do is imitate Him.  He pledged His commitment to the Father and His Kingdom, and remained faithful to the point of giving up His Own Life...  and it was precisely in that way that He reached the Resurrection, the fullness of Life that He has promised to those who follow Him.

3) Follow Me: Supposedly, this should be our main concern day after day; actually, we should not even have to talk about it, right?  Well, it just so happens that, by enriching our point of view about the denial of oneself and the carrying of one’s own cross, as we have tried to do with this reflection, the idea of following Christ also acquires "new signals,” therefore, we find it fit to review this concept.
It is through what Jesus tells His apostles in today’s Gospel that they become more aware of what following the Lord really means:  to be willing to give up their lives in sacrifice, because He will “suffer greatly," even die, at the hands of the "Jewish authorities and the chief priests and Scribes."

It would not be the same if the murderers had been a gang of muggers, an army of invaders or a group of atheist anarchists…  Perhaps one of the biggest burdens in the Cross of Christ was that it was negotiated and promoted at the cries of those who were there, acting "in His Father’s Name…"

Following Christ means then:  First, fully accepting and loving the Will of God, manifested in the pleasant and unpleasant events of every day.  Second, following is offering oneself in complete sacrifice, as He did, claiming nothing for oneself, not even the rights that one would justly deserve.

The best guideline to understand what this “following” means is, St. Paul’s recommendation in today’s Second Reading:  "I urge you, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God, your spiritual worship.  Do not be conformed to this world but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that you may prove what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect.” (Rom 12:1-2)

Let us pray then to our good God, to help us, giving us the gifts that we need, to understand more and more every day, the nature of the Mission of Christ, in order that we may deny ourselves a little more every day.  That He will grant us the wisdom to recognize our cross, and the strength to carry it with humility and love, and give us the perseverance to follow Him, faithfully, until the end of our days.
3. Questions to lead the reflection (Read each item slowly, and leave a moment of silence after each question to allow our brothers and sisters to reflect):
a) Do I face life with Jesus’ logic, which is the Will of the Father, or with Peter’s, that in this case represents the “world?”
b) What is my attitude with regard to my daily cross?

c) Which are my daily crosses, and who are the “Peters” of my life, who try to discourage me?

d) In my daily life, what does it mean to “lose my life on account of Jesus?”  Am I “losing” my life for Him?
 
4. Comments from the brothers and sisters: After a few moments of silence, the participants of the Little House of Prayer will be given time to speak, to express their opinions, reflections and comments.  As always, we will seek everyone’s participation.
5. Concordances between the Holy Gospel and the Catechism of the Catholic Church (Canons 2013-2015, 1973-1974)

2013 All Christians in any state or walk of life are called to the fullness of Christian life and to the perfection of charity" (Lumen Gentium 40).  All are called to holiness: "Be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Mt 5:48):  In order to reach this perfection the faithful should use the strength dealt out to them by Christ's gift, so that . . . doing the will of the Father in everything, they may wholeheartedly devote themselves to the glory of God and to the service of their neighbor. Thus the holiness of the People of God will grow in fruitful abundance, as is clearly shown in the history of the Church through the lives of so many saints (Lumen Gentium 40).
2014 Spiritual progress tends toward ever more intimate union with Christ. This union is called "mystical" because it participates in the mystery of Christ through the sacraments—"the holy mysteries"—and, in him, in the mystery of the Holy Trinity. God calls us all to this intimate union with him, even if the special graces or extraordinary signs of this mystical life are granted only to some for the sake of manifesting the gratuitous gift given to all.

2015 The way of perfection passes by way of the Cross. There is no holiness without renunciation and spiritual battle (Cfr. 2 Timothy 4).  Spiritual progress entails the ascesis and mortification that gradually lead to living in the peace and joy of the Beatitudes:  He who climbs never stops going from beginning to beginning, through beginnings that have no end. He never stops desiring what he already knows (St. Gregory of Nyssa).
1973 Besides its precepts, the New Law also includes the evangelical counsels. The traditional distinction between God's commandments and the evangelical counsels is drawn in relation to charity, the perfection of Christian life. The precepts are intended to remove whatever is incompatible with charity. The aim of the counsels is to remove whatever might hinder the development of charity, even if it is not contrary to it (Cfr. St. Thomas Aquinas).

1974 The evangelical counsels manifest the living fullness of charity, which is never satisfied with not giving more. They attest its vitality and call forth our spiritual readiness. The perfection of the New Law consists essentially in the precepts of love of God and neighbor. The counsels point out the more direct ways, the readier means, and are to be practiced in keeping with the vocation of each:  [God] does not want each person to keep all the counsels, but only those appropriate to the diversity of persons, times, opportunities, and strengths, as charity requires; for it is charity, as queen of all virtues, all commandments, all counsels, and, in short, of all laws and all Christian actions that gives to all of them their rank, order, time, and value (St. Francis de Sales, love 8,6).
6. Reflection with the Great Crusade – CM 144 - Jesus
Onward, little children! Embrace your crosses. I will reveal them to you little by little so as not to frighten you. Then follow Me because it will be pleasing for you to go where I go, and where I am, you will be relieved of the inner burdens without lifting the veil of mystery that covers them [the crosses] because I know human nature very well.
Let each one think about himself and listen to Me since interiorly I am inclined toward considerations that carry with them the embrace of inner crosses. Do not be deceived. I will not leave you with the mistaken notion of believing that by following Me, it is enough to go into ecstasies over Me. Oh, no! It is not enough! That is also how Peter spoke on Mt. Tabor but he had to realize the truth, just as you also have to realize it by reexamining your interior movements, the reactions of the spirit to My Will that cause contradiction.

7. Virtue of the Month:  This month, we will practice the virtue of Prudence (Catechism of the Catholic Church – Canons 1806—1835—1906—1805—1787—788)

This week, we will meditate upon Canon 1787, which textually says:

1787 Man is sometimes confronted by situations that make moral judgments less assured and decision difficult. But he must always seriously seek what is right and good and discern the will of God expressed in divine law.

And the Great Crusade tells us: CM 20 - Jesus
All glory, all praise must first be given to God silently and prudently through discernment, love, goodness, meekness and humility. All pride must prudently and totally abandon the body in order to allow the body of Christ to absorb and possess the soul through purity.  Always be obedient to your Spiritual Priest [Catalina’s Spiritual Director].  This will keep you pure and poor to sin.  Take your example from the ox.  While that animal works with a yoke around his neck, he works well and his master can gather grain into his barn, but when that animal raises his head, the barn stays empty.

8. Weekly purposes:
In relation to the Gospel:  I will apply this thought to my life:  “The cross is painful, but it is the perfect way to unite myself to Christ.”

In relation to this month’s virtue:  I will do a good confession, and will ask advice from the priest, to overcome my most habitual sins.
9. Final Comments or Questions: Once again, the participants will be given time to speak briefly about the excerpts from the Catechism, the Great Crusade or any other topic of interest to the House of Prayer, the Apostolate or the Church in general. 






