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23rd Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year C
Training
The opposite of Jesus’ message today is probably the advice that Homer Simpson gave to his son Bart.   When Bart was struggling to learn the guitar, Homer kindly told him "If something is hard to do, then it's not worth doing. You just stick that guitar in the closet next to your shortwave radio, your karate outfit and your unicycle, and we'll go inside and watch TV."
Sometimes, like Bart and Homer, we think we should be good at everything right away.  When we find something that is hard to do, we often tell ourselves that we have no natural talent for it, and we quit.  Eventually reality sets in, and we realize that practice or training is necessary for all skills.  Then we finally put in our time learning how to play sports and musical instruments, how to cook and make household repairs, and how to do all those hobbies that we later come to enjoy.
But many people never train for the most important skill in life.  Many people think they should be good at it right away, or they assume they have a natural talent for it.  Many people never even realize that they could be better at it.  This most important skill is being in relationships, especially with one’s family and with God.  
Too often, we assume that we will have good relationships without any practice or training.  Hopefully reality sets in one day.  The reality is that the majority of people in our culture are terrible at relationships!  This is the reason why most marriages end in divorce—because spouses never train themselves in the skills they need.  This is the reason why so many families drift apart—because they never practice having a relationship.  This is the reason why fewer and fewer Americans each year go to church, pray, or even believe in God—because they never put in the time learning how to have a relationship with God.  Our motto so often is "If something is hard to do, then it's not worth doing.”
Jesus warned the crowds about this today.  He saw that many of them were not training themselves for a relationship with God.  Very starkly, he told them the demands of discipleship.  The two parables he gives about building the tower and preparing the army “concentrate on the necessity of reflection before action.  Those who want to follow Jesus on the way must weigh the costs,” and they “must not recoil before any sacrifice required of them” in order to follow “him through to the end, even if this means the sacrifice of all their possessions” (New Jerome Biblical Commentary 707).  
Discipleship is difficult, but training ourselves in this skill need not be.  We simply need to spend time every day talking to God, listening to God, and learning about God.  If we are struggling, we need to take the same action we do with any skill: we need to learn from a master and practice new methods.  In our relationship with God, our masters are the saints and experienced fellow Christians.  If we cannot meet with a spiritual director, that is, an experienced a fellow Christian, then we can read books on prayer and ultimately the writings of the saints, when we are ready to understand them.  They will teach us new methods of prayer which will help us grow closer to God and stronger in our faith.  
Marriage and family life are difficult too.  Like Christian discipleship, they require total commitment and many sacrifices.  But again, training ourselves in the skills of marriage and family need not be difficult.  Just like with the Lord, we need to spend time regularly talking, listening, and learning in our relationships.  We need masters to teach us and new methods to practice.  Married couples especially need other seasoned couples to guide them.  The Vatican has called time and time again for the formation of groups of married couples and families to support each other.  At the very least, we need to make time for family so we can grow together.
Relationships are difficult.  Like Homer and Bart, we would rather “go inside and watch TV.”  But instead, let us listen to Jesus, whose motto was not "If something is hard to do, then it's not worth doing,” but rather “carry your cross and come after me.”
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