26TH SUNDAY in ORDINARY TIME, CYCLE A

Ezekiel 18: 25-28 + Psalm 25 + Philippians 2: 1-11 + Matthew 21: 28-32

September 28, 2008
Are you ever discouraged with yourself or a loved one?

Do you ever think change is impossible?

Do you ever feel trapped in a situation?

Today’s Scripture readings remind us that with God’s help there is always hope.

With God it is never too late.

God never gives up on us.

To come to know the true God in the person of Jesus Christ means that we possess a hope that can never be taken away from us.

That is what the “hopeless” ones of Jesus’ day discovered when they encountered him and his promise of new life.

The great sinners of the day—the tax collectors and prostitutes—
had initially heard the invitation of God to work in the vineyard 

from the religious elites—the chief priests and elders—and had said “NO.”

There was no way they were going out to work in God’s vineyard 
to serve the kind of God that the chief priests and elders served.

But when Jesus comes along and reveals to these “hopeless” ones 
a God of mercy and compassion, a God who understands 
their brokenness and hopelessness, they go out into the vineyard 
to harvest the fruits of God’s kingdom.

Jesus embodies the hope for a new life.

In him the tax collectors and prostitutes discover that God never gives up on them.

He empties himself of love so that they might be full of God’s love.

He empties himself of life so they might become full of God’s life.

He becomes a slave to humankind in order to set them free 
from all the death-dealing desires that enslave them.

The example of a saint of our time helps us understand 
how an encounter with Jesus Christ our Hope can bring about a change in life.

Pope John Paul II canonized the African Josephine Bakhita during the past decade.

She was born around the year 1869 in Darfur in Sudan.

At the age of nine, she was kidnapped by slave-traders, beaten till she bled, 
and sold five times in the slave-markets of Sudan.

Eventually she found herself working as a slave for the mother and the wife of a general, and there she was flogged every day till she bled; 
as a result of Josephine bore 144 scars throughout her life.
Finally, in 1882, she was bought by an Italian merchant for the Italian consul,

 Callisto Legnani, who retired to Italy.

There she became the nursemaid to his child and accompanied the child to a school
run by the Daughters of Charity, or “Canossian Sisters.”  
It was there that Josephine Bakhita first heard the Gospel.
Here, after the terrifying “masters” who had owned her up to that point, 
Josephine came to know a totally different kind of “master”— the Lord Jesus Christ.

Up to that time she had known only masters who despised and maltreated her, 
or at best considered her a useful slave.

Now however, she heard that there is a “master” above all masters, the Lord of all Lords, the one to whom every knee should bend, and that this Lord is good, goodness in person.

She came to know that this Lord even knew her, that he had created her—
that he actually loved her.

She too was loved, and by none other than the supreme “master,” 
before whom all other masters are themselves no more than lowly servants.

She was known and loved and she was awaited.

What is more, this master had himself accepted the destiny of being flogged 
and now he was waiting for her “at the Father’s right hand.”  

Now she had “hope”—no longer simply the modest hope of finding masters 
who would be less cruel, but the great hope:  
“I am definitively loved and whatever happens to me—I am awaited by this Love.  
And so my life is good.”

Through the knowledge of this hope she was “redeemed,” no longer a slave, 
but a free child of God.

When she was about to be taken back to Sudan, Josephine refused; 
And in doing so, with the help of the Canossian Sisters, 

found out that slavery was illegal in Italy so she was set free.
On January 9, 1890, she was baptized and confirmed 
and received her first Holy Communion from the hands of the Patriarch of Venice.

On December 8, 1896, in Verona, she took her vows 
in the Congregation of the Canossian Sisters and from that time onwards, 
besides her work in the sacristy and in the porter’s lodge at the convent, 
she made several journeys round Italy in order to promote the missions:  
the liberation that she had received through her encounter with the God of Jesus Christ, she felt she had to extend, it had to be handed on to others, 
to the greatest possible number of people.

The hope born in her which had “redeemed” her she could not keep to herself; 
this hope had to reach many, to reach everybody.
In his latest encyclical, “Christ Our Hope,” Pope Benedict writes about

St. Josephine Bakhita as an example of how an encounter with Christ Jesus 
brings us a hope that no one can ever take from us.

That with God nothing is impossible and no one is without hope.
In his encyclical on hope, the Pope also points out the important role 
of the holy men and women who have gone before us, in sustaining our hope 
that with God all things are possible, that God never gives up on us.

The Pope states the following:

“Life is like a voyage on the sea of history…
a voyage in which we watch for the stars that indicate the route.

The true stars of our life are the people who have lived good lives.

They are lights of hope.”

Who more than Mary, asks the Pope, could be our hope, 
she who has as one of her titles, “Star of the Sea.”

Certainly, Jesus Christ is the true light, that sun that has risen 
above all the shadows of history.

But to reach him, we also need lights close by—
people who shine with his light and so guide us along our way.

Who more than Mary could be a star of hope for us?
With her YES she opened the door of our world to God himself.

As we prepare to enter October, the month of Our Lady of the Rosary, e are challenged to take up that ancient prayer of the Church, and with Mary’s help 

be led to a deeper knowledge and love of Him who is the source of all hope.
