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October 29 & 30, 2011

+ JMJ +


31st Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year A
A Word Can Make All the Difference
Once a young monk was asking his abbot about the life they lived.  “Abbot, why don’t we have fancy clothes or cars?  Why don’t we get married and have families?”  The Abbot answered him, “Because we follow precisely the description in our rule of life: ‘Monks live simple life and celibate life.’”  “But Abbot, how do we know that is correct?  All of our rule books are copies, and they are made from older copies.”  “Follow me,” said the Abbot, “and we’ll read the original description.”  They went into the deepest cellar of the monastery where the Abbot found a dusty scroll and unrolled it.  At once he gasped and screamed “No!”  “What is it?” asked the young monk.  “It wasn’t a description, it was a command,” said the Abbot.  “The rule says: ‘Monks, live!  Sample life and celebrate life!’”


Sometimes one word or even one letter of a word can make all the difference.  Nowhere in our faith is this clearer than in the Nicene Creed that we profess at every weekend Mass.  The new translation of the Creed does not change very much.  We find the biggest difference in a few more precise and complex words that are used.  These are only a few words, but they make all the difference.  These few words have actually shaped the course of world history and thought.  They have broken and built kings and kingdoms and effected the eternal salvation of countless souls.

The first words come at the beginning of the Creed when we will say that God is the maker “of all things visible and invisible,” rather than “of all things seen and unseen.”  The main point here is that some things remain visible whether we see them or not.  Our relatives and friends in other cities are still visible even though we cannot see them at the moment.  By nature, many things are part of this visible universe even though we cannot see them, things like atoms, microorganisms, and radiation.  Other things by nature are not part of this visible universe, like angels.  But whether visible or invisible, God created both.  


Not all people have believed that.  A powerful group in the ancient days of the Church claimed that God only made things that are invisible, including our souls.  They said an evil demon or demigod made the visible world as a prison for our souls to destroy us.  The obvious conclusion they made was that we must free ourselves and others from the visible world by any means possible, even through suicide, murder, or infanticide.  This group was so convincing in their arguments that even many highly educated people joined them despite the destructive lifestyle these members lived.  This idea has come back in the form of New Age and the New Gnosticism, encouraging people to ignore the world and focus on spiritual enlightenment to the detriment of all else.   By professing that God is maker “of all things visible and invisible,” we stress that this physical world is good.  

A second word is “consubstantial,” as in Jesus is “begotten, not made, consubstantial with the Father.”  We used to say “one in being,” but “consubstantial” is more precise because the substance of Jesus, what makes him who and what he is, is to be fully and forever God, just like the Father and the Holy Spirit.  When the Nicene Creed was written in 325 AD, this belief was under attack.  A rebel priest named Arius said Jesus was “like” God the Father, but not quite as powerful.  Since a father always comes before a son, Jesus must have been created, therefore he is not fully God, therefore he could not really save us, and so on.  
The difference between this belief of Arius and the true faith came down to a difference of one letter in Greek, making the word either homoousious, “consubstantial,” or homoiousious, “similar in substance.”  That one letter caused the followers of Arius to wage war on all faithful bishops and priests.  Centuries later, the barbarian tribes, who were followers of Arius, would topple the Roman Empire in the West and conquer the true believers who lived there.  Only centuries later, when these last rebels were converted, was the Christian faith made whole again in Europe.  
We will also profess in the Creed that Jesus “by the Holy Spirit was incarnate of the Virgin Mary,” not simply “born of the Virgin Mary.”  Never more than in our own time has it become necessary to stress that life begins at conception.  This held true for Jesus too.  We celebrate his birth on Christmas, December 25, but we also celebrate his conception nine months earlier on the Feast of the Annunciation, March 25.  Just as babies are fully human before they are born, Jesus was fully human and fully divine from his first moment in Mary’s womb.  
Finally, the Creed will clarify at the end that the Holy Spirit “with the Father and the Son is adored and glorified,” not simply “worshiped and glorified.”  In ancient days, some people refused to believe that the Holy Spirit was God, denying the Trinity, which is the foundation of Christianity.  In modern times, many religions began with Christians who denied the Trinity, like Unitarians and Mormons, who use the word Trinity in a different way than we do.  With the apostles and the true faith, we continue to proclaim that the Holy Spirit is fully God.  And as God, He receives adoration.  

Against the objection of our Protestant brothers and sisters who think that we worship saints and angels, we clarify that we adore God alone, but give honor to saints and angels as examples to us.  We have had to repeat this ancient belief ever since Christians began to misunderstand it during the Reformation, and we will need to repeat it in the Creed until they understand that we adore God alone.  
I have talked about only five words—“visible and invisible,” “consubstantial,” “incarnate,” and “adored”—but they are words that make all the difference.  Catholics have fought and died for the true faith of Christ behind these words, and in a world that continues to misrepresent the message of Christ and the Catholic faith, we may need to become martyrs for them again.  The word “martyr,” after all, means “witness,” one who gave witness to the message Jesus taught.  

Whether we are living the simple life and the celibate life or sampling life and celebrating life, may be always remember the importance of the words we pray and profess, words that make all the difference in the world.
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