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22nd Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year A
Stand Out
At World Youth Day in Spain it was very easy to tell who the participants were.  We all had standard issue pilgrim wear: a bright pilgrim backpack, a vibrant yellow shirt with the World Youth Day logo, a floppy hat to keep the sun off, and a crucifix around our necks.  Compared to the Spanish locals in blue or black business casual dress, we really stood out.  On top of that, we had hoards of priests, monks, and nuns, all in their distinctive habits, some with large rosaries at their belts or heavy chain crucifixes around their necks.  
All this outward display was a great example of the message today from St. Paul and from Jesus.  “Do not conform yourselves to this age,” St. Paul tells us.  Stand out!  Announce that you are a Christian!  How?  “Offer your bodies as a living sacrifice” and “be transformed by the renewal of your mind” (Romans 12:1-2).  

St. Paul learned this message from the life of Jesus himself.  In the Gospel Jesus offered his body as a living sacrifice.  He “began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer greatly…and be killed and on the third day be raised” (Matthew 16:21).  This was not only a story Jesus was telling.  This was not only a metaphor for a spiritual journey.  Jesus actually offered his body as a sacrifice.  
When St. Peter objects, Jesus tells him to renew his mind.  He tells St. Peter to think in a new way, not as human beings do, but as God does.  In this renewed thinking, “whoever loses his life for my sake will find it” (Matthew 16:25).  Life comes only through death, and a cross is something desirable.  
We too need to stop thinking as human beings do, but as God does.  Only then will we stand out as Christians.  Only then will we stop being conformed to this age, just another person focused on the superficial and temporary distractions of life.  
First then, we must offer our bodies as living sacrifices.  In Rome, I saw the tombs of many Christians who did just that: the martyrs.  At our stations of the cross at World Youth Day, many youth who carried the processional cross came from countries where they could lose their lives for being Christian.  You and I usually have other opportunities.  
When sick or injured, for example, we can offer our suffering as a prayer.  In Rome, I learned about a young girl who did just that.  Her name was Antonietta Meo.  At the age of five she lost her leg to bone cancer, but she saw it only as a chance to pray for others.  In a letter she wrote to Jesus at age 6 she said “Dear Jesus, I thank you for having sent me this illness because it is a means to get to Paradise…Dear Jesus, give me the strength to bear this pain I offer you for sinners” (Letter 162, <nennolina.it>).  She understood the value of sacrifice at age 6.  She may in fact become the youngest canonized saint ever because she did follow so closely the call of Jesus to take up her cross.  God willing we can do the same.
The service we do is also our way of offering our bodies as living sacrifices.  I am pleased how many of you serve so regularly at the hospital, at our school, at the nursing homes, with your own ill family members, with homebound parishioners, with maintenance, grounds-keeping, and cleaning, and with the many other charitable organizations we have in our community.  I know sometimes that service feels like a burden.  That is why we need to remind ourselves that this service is our spiritual worship.  This effort is our offering to God, as Christ offered his own life on the cross.  
Alongside offering our bodies, we must renew our minds.  We need to think as God does, not as human beings do.  We need a Catholic worldview.  We need eyes that are alive to the invisible realities around us, which are more real than this passing world.  

First among our efforts at a renewed mind must be Scripture and prayer.  Scripture is God’s language.  To think like God, we must be able to speak God’s language.  And, more fundamentally, we have to be on speaking terms with God.  That means daily prayer.  Prayer can be tricky, I know.  In one sense prayer is easy.  All we need to do is talk to God and listen.  In another sense prayer is very difficult because our own thoughts, worries, and mistaken notions are always getting in the way.  
To help you, I would like to lead Scripture prayer and study in the parish.  I will need many helpers, so please let me know if this interests you.  

Outside of our study time and prayer time, we can renew our minds with music and films that open our eyes to God.  Hollywood is actually making some decent Christians films again, and the Christian music scene is alive and well.  Italian television and Luke films in the US have also been producing excellent movies about the saints.  If you would like suggestions, talk to me, and maybe we can arrange a movie night here too.  
“Do not conform yourselves to this age.”  “Offer your bodies as a living sacrifice.”  “Be transformed by the renewal of your mind.”  Take up your cross and follow Christ.
Rev. Eric Culler
