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8th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year A
Serving One Master
In the film “Mother Night” Nick Nolte plays Howard Campbell, an American spy during World War II.  Here is the twist.  Campbell is living and working in Germany as a radio announcer who is the chief supporter and propagandist for the Nazis.  Only one other American, his superior, knows of his true loyalties.  But Campbell begins to question his own loyalties near the end of the film when a top SS officer congratulates him for keeping the Nazi morale high through his radio speeches.  Campbell realizes that he has supported the Third Reich for so long by his actions, that he has become one of them.  At the end of the film, he questions his own identity, wondering whether he could truly call himself an American patriot, or whether his actions have actually made him a Nazi.  
Believe it or not, we put ourselves in the same situation throughout our lives.  We try living two ways at once.  We try having two sets of friends, two faces we wear, two sets of values by which we live.  We act kindly toward strangers, but yell at our family members.  We demand honesty from everyone but try to cheat in little ways on our taxes, at work, at school.  We tell people who are suffering to trust in God, and we promise to pray for them, when all we do is worry about money, bills, and the kids.  In short, we try serving two masters.  
For a Christian, this is not possible.  Christ himself said it: “No one can serve two masters.”  This has been the core of his teaching over the last several weeks.  The Christian life requires a total commitment.  We cannot spend all our time and energy on matters that have nothing to do with the Lord and still think that we are serving him.  Just like Howard Campbell, when we do certain actions often enough and long enough, we become a different person.  If we are lazy time and again, we become a lazy person.  If we are angry over and over again at others, we become an angry person.  The same goes for any action we can think of: swearing, drinking, stealing, lusting, envying, whatever sin we can name.  We do these actions so often that we become a different person.  By taking these actions, we take a new master for our lives.  
This has been the pitfall for Christians ever since the beginning.  St. Jerome in the 4th century once had a dream that he appeared before the judgment seat of Christ.  As he asked to enter into heaven, Christ denied him and said that he was not one of his followers, but rather a follower of Cicero, the philosopher whose writings St. Jerome enjoyed.  He awoke shaking from that dream and questioned who was truly master of his life.  

I think the problem for us has grown.  So many other masters are already in our homes.  With the click of a mouse or the flick of a switch, we can have practically any movie, television show, electronic book, or game that we desire.  The temptation is so much greater for us to give more and more time to these entertainments.  Or consider how many foods and luxuries we can buy right here in our own town which would have been unavailable a hundred years ago.  How easy it is too for us to text or phone somebody anytime anywhere—either for a good purpose or for a sinful purpose.  
“No one can serve two masters. He will either hate one and love the other, or be devoted to one and despise the other.”  If we do not want to end up despising Christ, we have to get rid of the other masters in our lives and become servants of Christ by our repeated actions.  We can do this in three simple steps.
First, measure how much time we give to the different activities and concerns in our lives.  At a youth group that I was running, I once had the kids chart how many hours they spent each day on school work, chores, television and games, social time with friends, family time, and prayer.  When they saw their lives arranged that way, many were surprised how little time they really gave to God and family.  That is a good exercise for all of us.  Be sure to consider the quality of time spent as well, not simply the quantity.  Several parents have told me how they pray for their children while folding the children’s clothing or cleaning the house, or how they pray a rosary on the commute to work or during a repetitive job.  In that case, some task that consumes their day becomes time dedicated to God and family—time spent serving Christ as their master. 
Once we see what kind of people we are becoming by our actions, the second step is to limit or change those actions that do not serve Christ.  We need to get rid of occasions for outright sin.  If some person is tempting us to sin, we need to change the situations in which we have contact with that person.  Maybe blocking e-mail or texts from that person and having other upstanding people around when we meet.  We may need to stop actions which are not sinful in themselves but are causing us to sin.  For example, I read in “Annie’s Mailbox” in the newspaper about a wife who spent 8 hours a day playing Facebook games—not sinful in themselves, but which led her to sin by neglecting her marriage and responsibilities.  

Then when we have cut ties with the false masters in our lives, we need to take actions that serve Christ, our true master.  As the saying goes, “idle hands are the devil’s workshop.”  Our days should be sufficiently filled with worthwhile activities in the service of Christ.  This includes private prayer, of course, but also spiritual reading, inspirational Christian music, direct service to family and the needy, teaching or sharing with others about Christ, and any action that gives glory to God.  When we see that chart of our life’s activities, it should be clear to us that we serve Christ alone as our master. 
With Lent less than two weeks away, now is a good time to think on these matters.  We are blessed to have those forty days of rehabilitation every year to recommit ourselves to Christ.  Take a look at your life now and be sure that Christ alone is your master.  
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