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16th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year C
Authentic Leisure
Perhaps you have heard the joke about the wealthy business executive who went on vacation.  He was enjoying himself while fishing on the lake when he struck up a conversation with a local man in a nearby boat.  When he found out that the other man was a fisherman by trade, he said, “You know, you’re going about this all wrong.  You need to borrow money and invest in a net and a bigger boat.”  “Why would I do that?” the fisherman asked.  The executive explained “So you can make a bigger profit, hire workers, and buy several boats with more nets.”  “Why would I do that?” the fisherman asked.  “So you can make a bigger profit and hire a fleet of boats with yourself as the executive director of the business.”  “Why would I do that?”  “So you can save money and take vacations wherever you like.”  “And where would I go on vacation?”  “Well,” the executive said, “I enjoy fishing by myself.”  “So do I,” the fisherman said.  “But I’ve taken the shortcut.”  
When we stop and think about it, our working lives can be somewhat absurd.  Even if we enjoy our work, we sometimes approach it with the idea that we are working so we don’t have to work.  We are working to get more time off work.  We are saving our money from work for a vacation from work.  We are working so that we can retire from work.  

We also define ourselves by our work.  When we meet somebody new, one of the first questions we ask is “what do you do for a living?”  If somebody does not work, we assume something is wrong with them.  One of my friends, Shane, told our friend Matt that he was not working or looking for a job at the moment.  Matt’s immediate response was “lazy bum.”  Even if we are joking, like Matt was, we often judge people based on their work or lack of work.  
Martha had that kind of reaction to her sister Mary.  “Make her work!” she told Jesus.  “I’m doing something important, and all she’s doing is sitting around!”  Instead, Jesus taught Martha a crucial lesson.  Without denying that work is important, Jesus taught Martha that something else is more important.  Something else gives meaning to our lives.  Something else sets us apart from the animals as human beings.  Something else besides work is the highest activity of man.  The highest and noblest activity we engage in as human beings is leisure.   

Now, I need to clarify what I mean.  When we think of leisure, we usually think of idleness: watching television, surfing the web, sitting on the porch.  In fact, the classic definition of leisure is neither servile work nor idleness.  Mary was not sitting idle.  She was listening to Jesus.  She took up a place at his feet, which, in her day, was the place where students sat when listening to their teachers lecture.  Mary was receiving knowledge and truth from the Lord of Heaven and Earth.  She was learning.  She was contemplating.  She was engaging in authentic leisure.  
Fr. Josef Pieper called attention to our modern need for this kind of receptive activity in a book which he wisely named Leisure: The Basis of Culture.  He showed how the ancient Greeks and the Medieval Christians after them understood that contemplating the truth was the noblest human activity.  And in gazing upon truth in the beauty of the world around them and in each other, they saw something that surpasses the world and human beings: they saw God.  Their leisure, their contemplation, was nothing else than receiving a vision of God that led them to worship Him in awe.  And so authentic leisure time leads to worship, or cultus, from which we get the word culture.  
Work is not the ultimate goal for our lives.  Neither is sitting idle.  Each has its proper time, but both become meaningless unless we take time for authentic leisure.  So imitate Mary.  Make some quiet time in your week.  After the kids have gone to bed, on your lunch hour, before anyone else is awake, step outside, stop in a quiet park, stop in church.  Then, like Mary, receive truth.  Simply gaze at the trees around you, the sunrise or sunset, the tabernacle, and quiet your mind.  Contemplate the beauty of God’s creation.  Consider those deep questions of life.  You can also sit with your spouse or a friend over coffee and talk about those deep questions.  Everyone can do this!  If you need help, get a book to spur your discussion.  
However you take the time, do take a little time each week to receive the truth, to contemplate the Lord of truth.  Take the time for authentic leisure.  Like Mary, choose the better part.  
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