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5th Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year C
A Message of Hope
This past week the bishops of Scotland had their regular meeting with the pope.  During their visit, he gave them a message which is appropriate for all of us today.  Pope Benedict encouraged the bishops to present the Church’s “teaching as a message of hope” for the world “rather than a series of prohibitions” (“Pontiff Calls for Complete Fidelity to the Magisterium” from Zenit news service).  The Pope also called all Catholics to remain faithful to the magisterium.  Members of the magisterium are the official teachers in the Church, the bishops, who deliver and explain this message of hope.   

Trusting in any authority is not a popular stance nowadays.  Of course, people trust random experts, actors, and news reporters they see on television or hear on the radio to give them the truth.  When it comes to educated and sincere Church authorities and teachers, however, society at large rarely gives them a hearing.  Pope Paul VI discovered the same situation forty years ago.  “There is too much clamorous outcry against the voice of the Church,” he said, “and this is intensified by modern means of communication” (Humanae Vitae, section 18, 1968).  
So the question we need to answer frequently today is “Why trust Church teachers?”  “Why trust the magisterium?”  Well, we can look first to the Scriptures for the answer.  

In the first reading, God needs to deliver a message to his people.  He could give that message directly, like he did to Moses in the burning bush.  He could perform a miracle or give a sign, like the plagues of Egypt or the parting of the Red Sea.  But these methods have drawbacks.  Most people are afraid to speak directly to God because of their sinfulness, like the Israelites who would not approach God on Mount Sinai, but told Moses to go on his own.  And a miracle or sign can be misunderstood or ignored.  
So the method God uses is to send a messenger.  The messenger should be someone willing to serve God who understands the message and can explain it or teach it to others.  The messenger also must be willing to turn away from sin and to receive forgiveness.  Isaiah cries out “send me!”  His sin is forgiven, he learns the message, and he delivers it to Israel.  

St. Paul is another messenger sent by God.  After Christ appears to him, he turns away from his former life and his sins are forgiven.  He willingly serves Christ and spends the rest of his life explaining the Good News and teaching it to others.  Finally we have Simon Peter.  He is a man who knows fishing, but he is willing to follow Christ’s command to lower his nets again.  After the great catch of fish, he does just what God asks of his messengers.  Simon Peter admits that he is a sinful man, and Christ accepts him.  St. Peter learns from Christ as an apostle, and spends the rest of his life teaching others about his Lord.  
We see a pattern here.  God likes to choose messengers to guide and teach his people because that is the most effective way.  God the Father even sent God the Son as a messenger.  Jesus was the ultimate messenger, who taught not by his words alone, but also by his example.  And Jesus in turn chose students, his apostles, and made them messengers to go out to all the world and tell the Good News.  The apostles chose students to succeed them and made them messengers as well.  Those men were the early pope and bishops, or the magisterium, who have passed the vocation of messenger down to the present day.  
“Why trust the magisterium?”  Scripture shows that God consistently chooses messengers, and that Jesus himself chose the apostles to deliver his message.  Not only that, but the Christians who wrote the Scriptures clearly understood that the apostles were meant to pass this task on to successors, just as Moses passed the task on to Joshua, as Elijah passed it on to Elisha, and so on.  

We can also look to history for the answer to our question.  History has repeatedly shown that the magisterium has taught people everywhere to follow the truth and has given them a message of hope.  Real historians have been telling us for decades how the teaching of the Church promoted schools and education, advanced scientific research and technology, encouraged hospitals and social works, and developed law (see How the Catholic Church Built Western Civilization by Thomas Woods Jr.).  Just this past century, it was obvious how the magisterium improved the condition of the working class and promoted a just economy, starting in 1891 with the teachings of Pope Leo XIII (in the encyclical Rerum Novarum) and running all the way to Pope Benedict’s encyclical Charity in Truth (Caritas in Veritate in 2009).  Pope Pius XI openly opposed the Nazis in a letter written directly to the German people (Mit Brennender Sorge in 1937), and the Vatican’s success in saving Jews earned them the praise of rabbis in Rome.  The truth and wisdom of Pope Paul VI in Humanae Vitae is only now being realized.  In 1968, he warned that the use of contraceptives and sterilization within or outside of marriage would lead to a lowering of morals in society, an increase in adultery, the objectification of women, and even some governments regulating childbirths.  All those and so many connected issues have of course happened.  
In the midst of so much misunderstanding and misery in the world, the teaching of the Church has been a singular message of truth and of hope.  We need to help get that message out, whether at home, at school, or in our families.  We also need to overturn all the lies that are being spoken about the Church and her teaching with solid references to Scripture and to history.  I am always ready to help you answer those tough questions and to give you resources: books, CDs, and videos.  We need to appreciate the beautiful teaching we are being given as Catholics and to learn faithfully from those messengers God is always sending to us.  “Why trust Church teachers, the magisterium?”  Because Scripture and history clearly reveal them as God’s messengers.  Are you ready to receive their message of truth and hope?
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