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18th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year B
The Two Ways
“You should put away the old self of your former way of life…and put on the new self, created in God’s way” (Ephesians 4:22, 24).
Following God means making a choice—a choice between two ways.  The people of Israel were the first to learn about the two ways.  When Moses repeated the Law to them as they prepared to enter the Promised Land, he said “Today I am giving you a choice between good and evil, between life and death” (Deuteronomy 30:15).  If Israel walked in God’s way, the nation would live and receive a blessing; if not, the nation would die and receive a curse.  With this in mind, King David wrote in a psalm: “the Lord guards the way of the just, but the way of the wicked leads to doom” (Psalm 1:6).  
Just before the time of Jesus, certain Jews thought that their nation was following the way of death and was finally doomed.  So they left the cities and built settlements in the desert where they strictly followed the way of God.  These groups were called the Essenes.  They left us the Dead Sea Scrolls, which tell us about the path of light and truth on the one hand, and the path of darkness and falsehood on the other (see Dead Sea Scrolls 1QS).  
Like the faithful Jews before them, Christians also knew that following God means making a choice between two ways.  A document from the year 110 called the Didache instructs Christians to leave their former way, the way of sin and death, and to follow the way of God, the way of life.  That’s why, before the word “Christianity” was coined in Antioch, our religion was simply called “The Way.”  
This same choice is put before Christians in every age—the choice between God’s way leading to life and sin’s way leading to death.  When Christians make the choice for God’s way, they must do two things.  They must separate from those on the way of death and seek companionship with those on the way of life.
Christians have discovered many helpful practices of separation and companionship which are still being done today.  The most famous practice is taking vows in a religious order.  Men or women live separated from everyday society, and abide by a rule of prayer and work to help them follow the way of God in companionship with their brothers or sisters.  Another practice is common life.  Without taking vows, some Christians live in common houses and share prayer, meals, and fellowship.  This is becoming popular now on college campuses with groups like St. Paul’s Outreach.  A third practice centers on the family.  Especially when the Church was persecuted or in missionary lands, the family became a domestic church.  The family gathered every day at set times for a meal together, for prayer, and for Bible reading or catechesis.  Catholics in the United States lived this way at first, and some of you remember growing up in this type of home.  The recent homeschooling movement in our country usually follows this model.  The last practice I will mention is membership in a group.  Christians have often formed groups to share their faith, to study, and to pray.  The sodalities, Knights of Columbus, Altar Rosary Society, St. Vincent DePaul, faith sharing groups, even Catholic schools are ways to find companions in faith.  
The same choice between the two ways is before us today.  As Christians, we must practice separation from those on the way of death and seek companionship with those on the way of life.  We all need to separate ourselves from the occasions of sin.  We can still have friends and associates who are not living perfect lives, but we cannot join them in their sin.  All of us must determine the people and situations from which we must separate in order to avoid sin.  

Likewise, we all need to seek companions for living a holy life.  We need fellow Christians to encourage us, to challenge us, and to speak with about our faith.  If you have nobody in your life with whom you can share your faith, start looking, and in the meantime, talk with me.  The way of God is challenging, and we cannot make the journey alone.  
Following God means making a choice between His way and the way of sin and death.  I pray that each of you can “put away the old self of your former way of life…and put on the new self, created in God’s way.”
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