Feb. 21, 2010 – A Lenten Journey from Wish-craft to the Will of God 

With Ash Wednesday and this first Sunday of Lent we begin our six week journey through the struggle and sufferings of everyday life to a rising, rising and resurrecting hope with the promise that God will be with us in all the pain and potential, problems and opportunities, hurts and healings.                                                                                                 

When Brother Terrence asked me some time ago to celebrate this Chalice of Salvation Mass for the first Sunday of Lent and to give a much longer homily than usual, as a way to begin our Lent journey together, I did what I usually do in preparation for preaching. I sat down with the scripture readings for today; the story from the book of Deuteronomy, the letter from St. Paul to the Romans and then the gospel of St. Luke where Jesus is tempted and tested by the devilish liar. Adversary and enemy to a life worth living.         

                             

I follow a pretty regular routine when preparing to preach a homily or talk. I read the chosen scripture passages a few times and then I sit back to see what might rise up out of my spirited and scriptural imagination. 

Sometimes an idea for the homily will strike me immediately and I’ll follow that idea to see where it might lead me. At other times I’ll sit and think and not a single idea will strike. Sometimes I can pray over the scriptures for hours and still find myself empty.                                        
On other occasions I’ll read over the scriptures and then be filled with so many passionate feelings and complicated thoughts that I can’t seem to make sense out of the mess.                                                
After studying the scripture readings for today, however, and after prayerful reflection I almost immediately found myself on a spirited and scriptural journey. I’d like to take you on that journey with me today in this homily. I’ve entitled the homily, a Lenten journey, from wish-craft to the will of god.  


We’ll begin by climbing the mountain of temptation with Jesus to face the lying and devilish adversary. We’ll then travel with the prodigal son as he leaves home in search of what he thinks will make him eternally happy and finally into a story where we confront our very human tendency to practice wish-craft instead of free choice-making. Walk with me today along the Lenten way. 
Today I imagine myself standing with Jesus on the mountain of temptation and being manipulated by the devilish tester. I imagine myself standing at the side of Jesus as the great liar tries to convince him to use all his godly power to change a rock into bread, to satisfy his hunger, offers Jesus all the kingdoms on earth, all the glory of and all the golden treasures that would make his life easy, comfortable and without pain.  Finally the devilish adversary tried to shame and humiliate Jesus by demanding that he prove that he is the son of god.                                                                                                                       
As I imagine myself standing next to Jesus I find myself wanting to root for the devil. “Go ahead,” I want to say to Jesus, “take all the power, prestige, pleasure, position and pennies – billions and billions of pennies – take all you wish. You deserve it after all.”  I find myself wanting to make a deal with the devil for the very same things that he offered Jesus.                                                               
I confess that no matter how much I’ve grown in the Christian faith I can still fall prey to the devilish lies that; power is more important than service, things are more valuable than people, that laws always stand above justice, that some people are better than others, that pleasure is more important than love, and that someone must lose so that I can win.                                                       
I confess that when I grow hungry, lonely, angry and tired that I wish for the far too much of what in reality can be good things, power, pleasure, position, prestige, and even pennies. These are all things that can make life for others or take life. It all depends on what they mean to you and how you use them.                                         
                                                           
I confess that I still practice the art of wish-craft, wishing for power over people and things, not power for and with people. I confess that I still want to control every situation and dominate every person in my life. I want everything to go my way.            


What I’ve learned, however, over the long haul of living with the temptations of wishing for far too much, much more than my share, is that while I may wish to be God, seemingly having power over everything, God doesn’t wish to be me.                                                                                                                   
My second wish while I stood on the mountaintop of temptation was to ask the devilish liar to give me more pleasure than I can handle, all so that I could avoid the pain, hurt and struggles of life. I want to feel good and happy all the time, not just some of the time. I wish my life were easy even when it might mean that someone else must pay the price for my pleasure. 
The next wish I want the devilish liar to grant me on the mountaintop of temptation is position and prestige - entitlement so that others would look at me as important, better than. I want to be lifted up to the top of the mountain of title for ego sake. I want to be king of the mountain. I want to live on the pedestal of success.                                                                                  
The next wish I’d like the devilish seducer to grant me is pennies, trillions of them for comfort sake. In reality I’ve taken a vow of poverty, owning and having nothing in my name. Everything I might use for work or to live my daily life belongs to the Passionist community and comes from the generous donations of people like you. Still there is that part of me that wishes for more than enough money to take away all the need, deprivation and want in my life.                                                  
Thank God I am still walking in the faith, listening the best I can to the truthful words of God rather than the devilish liar. 
Let’s leave the mountaintop of temptation now to walk with a scriptural character who, like me, has been tempted to chase after all he wished for, for the treasure of too much of the good things in life; power, pleasure, prestige, position and pennies. He’s known only as the prodigal son. He too fell for the lies of the devilish adversary and wandered away from God. 
I’m now in this homily going to do something a bit different, something you may not have seen before. I am going to tell the story of the prodigal son as though I were the prodigal myself, as though I was the one who traveled from wish-craft, greed and dishonesty to forgiveness and new life. 
Before I speak as the prodigal son, however, let me ask you a question. “What do you think the prodigal son would say if he were invited into this Chalice chapel to speak to you today, to tell his version of his story? “What do you think he might say?” In order to become the prodigal son, to tell you what I think he might say, I need my story stick for the journey. 

Did you know that most of the stories Jesus told were true? Well, I’m not positive that all the tales he told actually happened. As a matter of fact, now that I think about it, I can vouch only for the authenticity of the stories I told Jesus as we worked together in the fields.
You see, I knew Jesus and his parents quite well since my father’s farm was just outside the village of Nazareth. In fact, whenever my father needed good carpentry work he’d call on Joseph, certainly the most talented carpenter in the area.
It’s too bad that Jesus never picked up his father’s ability to work with wood though, so when Joseph died Jesus had to find whatever work he could.
Since I knew, however, what it was like to lose a father, I decided to hire Jesus to work in my fields clearing rocks. The work, I hoped, would not only help Jesus support his mother but would give him something to do as he grieved his terrible loss.
Besides, anyone who would argue with the old men in the temple I wanted working for me. Every rock that stood in the way of the plow became a personal challenge for the young man.
He was a good worker and an even better companion, especially when we’d take a break from our work to rest and talk. I’ll never forget, for example, one particularly blistering hot day as Jesus and I took a few minutes’ refuge from the open field to sit in the shade of an olive grove.
We sat silently for a time just looking out over the half-plowed field, when Jesus finally spoke up saying:  “A rich piece of land is like a treasure.” 
“That’s almost exactly what my father used to tell my older brother and me when we were children,” I said.  
Suddenly, I could almost see my father standing out in the middle of the field, with his rough hands at the plow, turning to my brother and me, as we picked rocks out of the overturned earth, and saying, “boys, there’s a treasure buried in this field, a treasure that will be yours some day.”
Of course, when I was young, I believed my father’s treasure tales so much that I dreamed of one day digging it up. As I grew older, however, my father seemed to grow crazier. My brother and I usually just laughed behind his back as he rambled on about the treasure, the treasure. If there was such a treasure why hadn’t he dug it up, the old fool?  At least that way we could live in ease and comfort instead of having to break our backs laboring in the fields.
When my father would hear my brother and me snickering at his tall treasure tales he’d quietly remark again, “The treasure is your inheritance.”

My father was a wise man.  I know that now.  I’m just sorry I didn’t know it when I was younger. I guess I just wasn’t ready to put my hands to the plow.  In fact, it wasn’t until after my father died that I really learned to appreciate his wisdom.
You see, when I was young I was a bit arrogant, rather self-centered to be honest about it. So much so that I was able to convince my father to sell one of his fields so that I could take my share of the inheritance and go on my way, to satisfy all my wishes.

I had no intention of spending the rest of my life breaking my back plowing and planting, so I begged, demanded, and manipulated my father into selling the field and splitting the money between my brother and me.
With the money finally in hand I left home in search of the easy life.  Can you believe I actually thought the world owed me a living, that the riches of comfort and security were mine for the taking?
It wasn’t, however, until I returned home, after years of aimless living, that I finally realized that my father was right all along. There really is a treasure buried in the field of life.  Oh, it isn’t a box of silver or gold that makes life easy. It’s something far more precious.  Hidden in the field of every person’s life is a treasure, a treasure of truth, the kind that sets you free with purpose and meaning.
I had to learn this truth the hard way, but you know what they say; “Hard lessons can be the best learned.”  Ultimately I learned the lessons life had to teach, because I was lucky enough to find – or was it they who found me, who knows? – Anyway I had some great teachers along the way, mentors willing to share their treasure of truth with me.
I remember, for example, a Samaritan man who taught me what real compassion is. You see, after I left home with my share of the money from the sale of my father’s field, I wandered aimlessly, spending my money wildly.
Eventually, my travels put me on the Jericho road where I was unlucky enough to run into a band of thieves. Of course, when I refused to turn my money over to the bandits, they simply beat it out of me, leaving me half dead on the side of the road.
As I lay dying in that dirty ditch, all the stupidity and arrogance of my life flashed before my eyes. I have never felt as lonely and helpless as at that moment, especially as I watched two so-called charitable types, a priest and a Levite, pause momentarily to shake their heads in disgust and then stroll on.
Finally, someone did stop to help, however, much to my surprise.  It was a Samaritan, a man who was by custom supposed to keep his distance from a Jew.
I’ll never forget this man’s goodness as he bandaged my wounds, carried me to an inn and paid the innkeeper to take care of me as long as necessary. I never in my wildest dreams imagined that there actually were people as compassionate as this Samaritan man was.
It made no sense that someone should go so far out of his way for me.  And when I eventually tried to thank the man for his kindness, he said something that has become a treasure of truth for me. He simply shrugged his shoulders and said, “I give as I receive.” As far as I was concerned this Samaritan was god’s compassionate hand, and all he would say was, “I give as I receive.”
The Samaritan wasn’t the only teacher to share a treasure of truth with me, however.  There’s another mentor I’ll never forget, not only for the truth he taught me but also because he smelled worse than any person I’ve ever met.
This old man was a pig-feeder. He managed the feeding of hundreds of pigs on the farm where I got a job after I recovered from the robbery and beating.
Remarkably it was on that pig farm that a great truth was revealed to me: the truth that in the final analysis there are no easy roads, only those you pave with your own choices. You have to make the roads you travel. You have to make your own life. You can’t just wish your way through life. 
You may not believe it, or – who knows? – Maybe you will, I was a terrible pig-slopper, the worst. In fact, I was the worst of the worst. And, of course, what I feared most would happen - did.

You see, I was feeding the pigs one day, as usual, walking along the narrow beam between the pens, carrying heavy buckets of feed, when I slipped and fell headlong into the pig slop and mud.

All I could do was sit there, covered in self-pity and shame; Depressed, afraid and lonely, wondering how my life could have gotten so out of control, so wildly unmanageable, so different from what I’d wished my life to be.

That’s when the manager of the pig farm came along, and, seeing me sitting there in the mud, he did what he had to do, he fired me.
After telling me that not even the pigs liked me very much, he said, “For God’s sake, boy, and your own, go home.  Go home and find out where your heart belongs.  It’s obvious,” he said, “that your treasure isn’t hidden in the mud of this pigpen, so go home.”

I understood immediately what the pig-feeder meant.  I knew he didn’t mean that I should move back into my father’s house just to have the security of four walls. No, the home the pig-feeder wanted me to return to was the home within myself.  From the pig-feeder I learned that you have to dig for the treasure of truth in your own backyard, in your own life. You have to belong to yourself before you can belong anywhere else.  So, with guilt and shame as my companions, I made my way home to find the truth.
Did you ever notice, my friends, that the road that returns you home almost always seems shorter than the road that takes you away? It certainly seemed that way to me, because within only days of my decision to return home, I turned the last bend on the road to my father’s house, there to find my father standing firmly in the middle of the path, as though he’d anticipated my return.
Now, either my father knew I was coming home that day or he came out to wait for me every day.  Either way, I finally realized as I walked that final stretch of road that my father loved me the best way he knew how, by waiting for me to return his love.
I’ll never forget as I stepped shamefully up to my father to beg for forgiveness how firmly he took my neck in his hands and how he kissed me. He refused to let me bow my head in humiliation wanting me instead to meet him eye to eye.
When I tried to tell him how sorry I was for ignoring his love, he responded by embracing me again.  Where I’d traveled and what I’d done was not as important to my father as the fact that I’d come home to dig for the treasure of truth in my own back yard.
It seems that there’s no greater fulfillment for parents than to see their children find the God of purpose and truth. This was certainly true for my father because no one enjoyed himself more at the party he gave upon my return than he did. Why, he was even able to love my resentful older brother into letting go of his anger to join in the celebration. 
Now, please don’t misunderstand me here. I’m not proud of what I did, taking my father’s hard-earned money and throwing it away on meaningless pleasures but I learned through the pain of it all. I don’t recommend that anyone seek out the teacher pain, but I have to admit that pain was a mentor that pointed the way home for me.
Once home, however, I had a great deal of work to do.  I had to purchase back the field my father sold to give me my share of the inheritance. After my brother and I healed the wounds of anger, nothing could stop us from doing everything we could to buy back the field of treasure.
It took us years, selling all that we had, working wherever we could to get enough money to purchase the field. Of course, once we settled the field’s ownership, we had even more work to do.  We had to dig for the treasure my father had promised was buried in our own back yard. Every day we’d go out to dig.  For two solid years all my brother and I did was dig hole after hole looking for the treasure. It was frustrating work.  Every hole we dug was empty.  If there was a treasure in the field as my father promised, where in god’s name was it, we wondered?
When we asked my father to tell us exactly where he buried the treasure all he’d say was, “you have to plow it up yourself.” 
Finally, frustrated by not finding the wishful treasures of power, pleasure, position, prestige, and pennies, and since we had no other income at the time, my brother and I decided that we might as well plant some seed in the already turned-over earth. Pretty soon, of course, we had a small harvest to cut, which took us away from our treasure hunt.
Since the harvest that year was small, we decided to plow and plant a bit more the next year. As the years went on, we plowed and planted more and more of the field until there was no more time or desire to look for the treasure my father promised was buried there.
Gradually, gradually after years of digging, plowing, planting and harvesting, I finally realized where my father’s treasure of inheritance really was hidden – in the living of life itself.  I understood then that the treasure of life can’t merely be dug up. If you seek the truth, you have to plant the seeds of faith and hope.  If you want to find life’s treasure, you have to work your own life to bring in the harvest of meaning. 
Let me share with you the real and true treasures I’ve discovered by working the field in my own back yard, the lessons that life has taught me.
First, I’ve learned that you can’t plow someone else’s field to find your truth. If you don’t plow and plant your own field, you can’t find the treasure of belonging, of home, of heart.
I’ve learned that no one is going to move the rocks and boulders out of your way either.  Either you find the strength to move them yourself, live around them or ask for help. These are your only options.  The healthiest of course, is to ask for help.
I’ve learned that everyone has a field to plow, and that I am obligated to do what I can to help those who either do not have a mule to pull their plowshare or to help those whose plows have been bent by the boulders.
I’ve learned that it’s always good to stop plowing to make friends with those who pass by.  Some of the greatest treasures in my life have been the people who have simply wandered into my field.  
I’ve learned that no one plows through life alone, that there’s a divine farmer giving me strength when I’m tired and purpose when I’m confused.
I’ve learned that no matter how much of the false treasures you’ve gotten your hands on - power over, pleasurable escapes, positions and prestige of importance and pennies to make life comfortable, - that none of these can fill the god size hole in the soul, that only god can do that.
I’ve learned that the field I plow stretches far beyond this life into an eternal field, that once you put your hands and heart to the plow you can never turn back. I guess you’re never quite finished your labor in this life or the next, so you might as well enjoy the work.
And finally I’ve learned that it’s much healthier to laugh when I foolishly get my plow stuck in the mud or when I plow a crooked furrow.
Anyway these were the lessons I learned and the stories I told Jesus as we sat resting in the shade of the olive grove that afternoon many years ago. I must admit, of course, that when I finished spinning my tales I expected Jesus to say something profound and inspiring in response.
Instead Jesus simply climbed to his feet, put his hand out to help me up, and said, “For God’s sake, and your own, are you ready to get back to work?”  

Speaking now, again in my own voice again, I confess, that like the young prodigal in the story I just told, I’m still learning to chose God’s will over my wishes. At the age of sixty I confess that after all my years of prayer, effort and Christian faith I still find myself at times digging for the false treasure of power, prestige, pleasure, position and pennies. I’m still like a child practicing wish-craft instead of choosing to follow Christ. I still wish too much of my life away by believing the lies of the devilish adversary. 

For example, one day while I was sitting with my fellow Passionists in community prayer, I realized that at that moment I was practicing wish-craft. Instead of praying, turning my heart and mind to god, I was still wishing that god would fulfill all my desires rather than trying to understand the will of god for me. The following story, entitled simply “The Wish,” comes out of that community experience.       


Once upon a journey I tripped over what looked like, what some storytellers would call, a genie lamp. I picked up the lamp and gave it a good rub. Of course, smoke billowed out of the lamp to form a genie who looked as old as ancient, who was dressed in rags, and covered with dirt from his crooked turban to his curled up and pointy shoes.        

When the smoke finally settled, the genie folded his boney arms across his chest and said rather weakly, “Surprise, I’m here to grant you one wish!” I paused for a moment and said, “I’m a bit confused. I thought genies granted three wishes, but, of course, I’ll be grateful for one.”       

“We usually do grant three wishes,” the genie said,” but there’s been a crisis with our bank of wishes. We’re not as wealthy with wishes as we were just a year ago. I can grant only one wish at a time now. Sorry about that,” the genie said. 

“That’s ok,” I said. 

“There’s also another change in genie wish-craft,” the genie said “There’s now a condition about what you can wish for.”      

“A condition?” I asked.   

“Yes,” the genie answered. “Now listen closely. You can make any wish you wish, but whatever you wish for is going to be given to everyone else in the world, but you won’t get what you wish for.” 

“Now I’m more confused than I was before.” I said. “If I understand you correctly, genie, I can’t wish for something for myself. Instead, I have to wish for something that everyone else gets but that I don’t.” 

“Correct,” the genie said.”       

“I ’m going to have to think about this,” I said, as I took a step off the road to sit on a large rock.

I sat on that rock, with my elbow on my knee and chin resting on my fist, and thought about what I should wish for everyone else in the world, what I’d wish and choose for you. 


First I thought that I should wish that everyone be granted peace, but then I realized that peace was very important to me. I didn’t want to be the only person in the world to live with a chaotic heart and mind.        

I thought many times about wishing for money. “A million dollars to each and every one,” but then I thought, “I’d be the poorest person in the land.”        

At one point I was sure I’d thought of just the right wish. “I’ll ask the genie to make everyone else in the world think I’m wonderful and awesome,” but then I asked myself, “How then would I ever know whether someone really liked or loved me?”       

Then I thought of a rather complicated wish and almost told the genie, “Offer everyone else in the world one wish, just like you did me.  Then I’ll get whatever they each wish for. No, too selfish and complicated,” I thought. “No telling how chaotic my life would be if I got whatever everyone else in the world wished just for me.” 
        I’m still sitting on that rock on the side of the road thinking about what I should wish or really choose for everyone else.

So be warned. If you travel along the road where the genie still stands waiting and I still sit thinking, be ready for when I ask you, “What would you not only wish for everyone else, but what would you choose for them.

If I were as brave as Christ I’d wish, no I’d hope, choose and pray, because hope, choice-making and prayer are more promising than wishing, I’d hope, choose, and pray that everyone, that actually you would know that God loved you first. That’s my deepest need and what I’d wish, hope and pray for you.

I pray that this lent you will know the power of god so that you can share it with others, the pleasures of life that celebrate your dignity, enough position and prestige in life so that you can be an influence for all that is good, and for enough money to live a life that is meaningful and just. 

To be honest, while I have fallen prey to and been seduced by the tempting liar many times in my life, I have more importantly been tempted by the first love of God, a love I pray to pass on. 


I pray today to pass on the message that; service to and for others is more important than power over others, that people are always more valuable than having more things and stuff, that justice and compassion are ultimately what laws are for, that every person is a child of God, that no one more important than another, that love respects the dignity of each and every person, and finally, that winning isn’t everything, if it belittles someone.  Let us today be tempted by the first love of god so that we can make the next honest choice and do the next loving thing
To conclude this homily for this first Sunday of Lent let me make a very practical suggestion.


We know that during the Christmas season we give something to others, to not only celebrate the birth of Christ but also to cheer and lift people up. 


During Lent we are called to give up something, to remember and stand in solidarity with not only the soon to be crucified Christ but also in solidarity with those who suffer and struggle today. 



I believe that Lent is actually a time to give up something to others, for the good of others. If you’re, for example, going to follow the Catholic tradition of giving up meat or having smaller meals during Lent perhaps you could take the money you save and purchase some canned goods and take them to your parish food drive. I know a little boy who is giving up candy for lent and an adult giving up alcohol. I’ve recommended to both that they take the money they save and send it to the diocesan fund for the Haitian people.

Here’s what I’m doing for someone this Lent. Not long ago I heard a story on the radio about a man who while driving a few hours to visit his family would stop at a specific restaurant, secretly talk with the manager and arrange to pay for the meal of someone who was sitting and eating in the restaurant.

Just last week I chose to do the same thing. I stopped at a diner, talked with the manager and told him that I would pay for a meal for the next person who came into the diner and sat on a stool at the counter. I told the manager that he couldn’t tell the person he chose for the free meal exactly who was paying for the meal. 

I paid for a stranger’s lunch and discovered that he too was a child of God. I plan on giving up a few dollars, to practice this simple act of kindness once a week during this Lent.

If you want to give up something for Lent perhaps you could give up wishing for something for yourself and choose to give something to another. Your act of kindness may just remind them that God loved them first.  
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