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Corpus Christi, Year A
Testing and Educating
It has been three years since I was assigned here to educate Fr. Gary, and I must confess that I have had mixed success.  If I had to give him a grade, I suppose he would pass, but some subjects are still neglected.  The new associate, Fr. Michael, will be taking over next weekend, but I do not want him to feel overwhelmed by the sheer difficulty of educating Fr. Gary.  So I would like to ask for your help in a couple of areas where Fr. Gary needs continuing education.  First he will need to be taught again how to enter contact names and numbers in his cell phone.  He does not quite have the hang of that yet.  Second, somebody needs to show him that the internet involves more than e-mail.  I was proud of him for figuring that much out, but he has a long way to go.  Third, I need somebody to remind him how to make his television work.  He understands the “power” button, but the “input” button still has him confused.  And there are two final subjects with which I had no success at all.  So, please, somebody explain to Fr. Gary wireless internet and ipods.  
The themes of education and testing crop up in our first reading today from the Book of Deuteronomy.  This book is Moses’ last will and testament—a summary of the most important points he wants them to remember when he is gone.  Here in chapter eight he reminds the people that God tested their parents with affliction to see if they would remain faithful.  God then educated them through hunger about the true food they needed, which was His word.  When God did finally feed them, he gave them a strange bread.  They called it manna, which means in Hebrew “what is it?”  It was thin and flaky, appearing as a dew on the grass which hardened and could be gathered up each morning.  The Bible says it tasted sweet like honey, and it appeared to satisfy the people’s hunger and give them enough strength to march through the desert.  

But this was no luxury food.  The one and only thing they had to eat was manna.  They had no time to plant or harvest crops, and rarely could they find fruit in the desert.  Although they had flocks of goats, sheep, and cattle with them, they did not seem to eat these very much.  We know this because after a little while, the people get sick of the manna and want variety.  They long for the luxury foods of Egypt that grew so well along the Nile River.  
Even this food, this manna, was a test.  God was trying to educate the people away from the sinful pleasures of Egypt by making them surrender all pleasures for a time.  They did not get what they wanted on their desert journey, but they got what they needed.  They had food, water, clothing, and shelter.  I saw a diagram once of an Israelite family tent from this time period, and it was not fancy in the least.  

If Egypt was a place of luxury, how much greater is 21st Century America!  Even around here we can get so many kinds of foods, watch the latest movies, buy a variety of clothing styles, video games, cars, books, and so much more.  Of course, not every indulgence or luxury leads us closer to the Lord—usually the opposite.  Too easily we love what God created and not God Himself.  

For that reason, our testing and our education in these times must be as strenuous as the desert wandering God gave to his Chosen People.  That has been the theme in recent years from popes, mystics, and appearances of the Blessed Virgin Mary alike, from LaSalette, Lourdes, and Fatima, all the way to the present day.  In summary form, the three actions we are being called to take are fasting, silence, and receiving the Eucharist.  
The Israelites had to fast from all luxuries, not because they are bad in themselves, but because they can be a distraction.  Lent is the usual time we fast from some indulgence, but the message we have heard in recent years encourages us to fast regularly.  I have known people who fast from television one day out of the week, others who give up sweets once a week, and the extreme expression of taking only bread and water for a whole day.  The purpose is to gain the strength to resist temptations when they arrive.
Silence is a greater need than ever nowadays.  In the desert, silence is the norm.  Here, in our modern cities, silence is a rarity.  Like the Israelites, we need to make silent times in our day so that we can hear God’s voice.  I recommend every household have a designated time each day when all noisy objects are turned off: cell phones, ipods, stereos, television, computers, and video games.  Use that time for reading, sitting and talking with each other, or—for the older ones—praying silently to God.  If we do not make time to hear God, His voice is drowned in the noises of life.  

Last of all, we need food to sustain us.  The Israelites had manna.  We have the Eucharist.  Like manna, the Eucharist is simple food.  We do not see any blinding light at Mass when the bread and wine become Christ’s body and blood.  We are not usually swept off our feet or thrown to the ground when we receive communion.  The Eucharist is simple food.  God wants it to be that way as a test, to see if we remain faithful.  He wants to know if we will truly follow His Son Jesus by heeding his words in the Gospel to eat his body and drink his blood.  

Even though the Eucharist is simple food, it is not without effect in our lives.  Like the Israelites, the Eucharist boosts our spirits.  The Eucharist drives out evil from our hearts.  The Eucharist strengthens us for the march through the desert of life—strengthens us to resist temptation and sin.  

No other food will satisfy our souls.  No other food will help us pass the test of life.  No other food will educate us in holiness.  Fast.  Observe silence.  Receive the Eucharist worthily, that you may pass the test.  
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