Pastor’s Letter

September 13, 2009

Dear parishioner,

Jesus asks His disciples: “Who do you say that I am?”

A question both, very personal and difficult to answer. Jesus is not interested in what we know about Him from information we have received through other people or from what we have read about Him. Jesus wants to know where our personal stand is in our desire to follow Him.

I don’t know if it has ever happened to you, if during a supper with friends or a relaxed conversation with people you know, you start speaking about the existence of God or more to the point, what Jesus represents to us on a personal level.

Generally the beliefs of the people present are voiced as, “He was a great man, a good and mild man, a messenger of justice and peace.” All these answers are true, but hardly go any further, whereas the first disciples were willing to sacrifice their life when they said, “Jesus is Christ, Jesus is the Son of God!” Many people, if they are not motivated by a strong faith, find it hard to talk about Him in these terms. They prefer to remain vague, to consider Jesus as a character of history, someone to admire, but who remains quite distant in their lives. It is like when, for the first time, we invite someone to dinner that we don’t know very well, and we realize afterwards that we don’t like that person very much. A guest in our house, in our lives, with whom we don’t get along anymore, better not to invite him over any longer, keep a distance from him or better yet,  start treating him as a neighbor who will be satisfied with a smile of complaisance when we meet him on the sidewalk.

In my opinion, the question that Jesus poses His disciples: “But who do you say that I am?” cannot be answered in a detached way, trying to give it an intellectual answer. We found the correct answer in today’s second reading, when the apostle James, in clear and non- rhetorical manner, states what faith is: “What good is it, … if you say you have faith but do not have works? Faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.” The apostle continues and says: “… someone will say, you have faith and I have works. Show me your faith apart from your works, and I by my works will show you my faith.” (James 2, 14-18)

The apostle James remembers that our faith must not be stopped at the “words” but must become “gestures”. Only that way can we say what is Jesus for us.

Last Sunday, with the recovery of the deaf man, Jesus invited us to be in “communication”, therefore, listening of His Word. But the listening of the Word without action is a dead thing, says Saint James.

In the last part of the Gospel Jesus says: “Whoever wants to become my follower, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For whoever wants to save their life will lose it, and whoever loses their life for my sake, and the sake of the Gospel, will save it.” (Mark 8, 35)

This part of the Gospel contains the fundamental concept of the mission of Jesus among us.

To load our own cross on our shoulders and to deny ourselves seems a concept that is in contrast with the message of Jesus and with the instinct in our human nature. But in reality it is not this way. The love and the suffering that the parents have for their children, for instance, doesn’t it perhaps mean to take the cross on their shoulders and to deny themselves?

In Italy there exists a saying: “The human being is born for suffering!” This popular motto is true, and in a certain sense it contains the message of Jesus. But unfortunately, people use this in the negative way and not in the dimension of donation and salvation as Jesus tells it.

This is the great paradox contained in the message of Jesus Christ. In a certain sense He constantly sets the basis for the great battle that the human being lives daily.

It is the battle between egoism and the gift of oneself, to think about oneself or to be attracted by God, the desire to be a person of success or the live the simplicity of humility.

People normally think that being selfish realizes us.  Being selfish saves our own identity, gets the respect of others that live around us. But if the conscience works, sooner than later, we realize that it is not the desired result that we wanted to reach. We realize we have lost a lot of energies and have undertaken to walk the wrong way.  By contrast, to empty ourselves and fill ourselves with God, to give ourselves to others without any self- interest, to live in humility, to believe that everything that we have originates from God and put it at the service of others, this is the right way to live.

If one day we succeed in taking these footsteps, we could say we have answered the anxious question by Jesus, “But who do you say that I am?”

Peace, Father Luciano
