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Homily Sunday 26B:  30 Sept 2012:  HT-W/XII-PC 

 

Last week I had the honor of giving the Benediction at the Hands of Hope Banquet, a fundraising 

dinner for a pregnancy resource center.  The center helps young mothers in difficult situations to 

bring their babies to birth.  The emcee and main speaker were both Protestant, as was the director 

of the Hands of Hope Center.  There were several guests from both our parishes and other 

parishes as well as many from Protestant congregations.  Nowadays the religiously mixed nature 

of the assembly may seem unremarkable.  Yet only fifty years ago, a brief span in Church time, 

such a gathering would have been inconceivable.  In former days, religious borders were sharply 

drawn and strictly enforced.  But that is not so much the case anymore.  It has become routine for 

Christians of different traditions to cooperate on a variety of causes, ranging from the civil rights 

movement, the pro-life movement, efforts to abolish the death penalty, and immigration reform.  

There is also the field of ecumenism where Catholics, Orthodox, and Protestants attempt to 

overcome the barriers which still divide us.  This positive mode of engagement with other 

Christians is one of the fruits of the Second Vatican Council, whose 50th anniversary next month 

is the launch date for the Year of Faith.   

 

The ecumenical movement, as well as the related work of interreligious dialogue with Jews, 

Muslims, and others undertaken by our Church, draw inspiration from today's gospel.  Here the 

Lord cautions his disciples against a sectarian narrow-mindedness that hinders evangelization.  

One of his apostles John is upset that another outside their company is performing exorcisms in 

Jesus' name.  It sounds like a copyright infringement:  only those who have purchased the Jesus 

license are authorized to use it to cast out demons; unapproved usage may result in prosecution 

to the fullest extent of the law.  The Lord tells his overzealous disciples to relax.  Those doing 

good in his name are serving the cause of the gospel, albeit outside the normal structure 

established by the leaders of the Christian community.   

 

This gospel suggests a few points to ponder.  The first is that God is bigger than the Church.  The 

Church is important, of course.  It is the community founded by Jesus, the Body of Christ 

animated by his life, the Temple of the Holy Spirit.  The Church is where the gospel is best 

understood and the fullness of the means of salvation are available.  God desires that everyone 

become a member of the Church, for it is the anticipation of the kingdom of heaven.  All that 

being said, God remains greater than his Church.  For our God remains sovereign, meaning he 

retains the right to operate outside the normal ecclesial channels.  That's why we see non-

Catholics and non-Christians living holy lives and doing good works.  In fact, these elements of 

goodness--Baptism, prayer, the Sacred Scriptures--often draw those on the outside back into the 

Catholic fold.  I think of well-known converts to Catholicism such as Scott Hahn as well as less 

well-known ministers, including a couple priests right here in our own diocese.  These men, 

former devoted Protestant pastors, were led by the Spirit through their ministry and study to full 
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communion with the Catholic Church.  We hope and pray that the Spirit will continue to work 

outside our Church to sanctify and enlighten those who bear his Son's name.    

 

A related point is that we can hope for the salvation of those outside our communion.  God 

desires that all be saved and come to knowledge of the truth--as Paul said to his understudy 

Timothy long ago.  In addition to the ordinary means of deliverance provided via the sacraments, 

the Lord can work salvation in human hearts in ways that he alone knows.  Those outside the 

walls of our Church are not necessarily lost.  They are also under God's providential care.   

 

These points being made, it's important to add that this teaching about the wide scope of the 

Spirit's activity does not negate the evangelical imperative.  While Jesus resisted John's attempts 

to hinder the outside exorcist, he also commanded John and his colleagues to preach the gospel 

to the ends of the earth.  He admonished them that those who refused to believe would be 

condemned.  It is harder to obtain the salvation which Christ offers when the fullness of the 

means of sanctification--for example, all 7 sacraments, the teaching office of the pope--are 

lacking in a Christian community; it becomes even more difficult when Christ is not explicitly 

believed.  Woe to us if we do not preach the gospel, for its proclamation is Christ's mandate to us 

his followers.  In addition, the ecumenical imperative, the work for Christian unity, is still 

obligatory.  Jesus prayed that his followers might be one even as he and the Father were one.  So 

we remain irrevocably committed to the task of bringing all Christians together into one Church.   

 

Finally, the latter half of this gospel is a warning to us:  woe to those who cause little ones to sin!  

The Lord employs graphic language about excising bodily members to underscore the gravity of 

the issue.  Many of the divisions within Christianity, some of the resistance to the gospel, have 

been caused by sins of those within the Church.  In this Year of Faith, we should examine our 

consciences and ask what have we done and failed to do that has kept others from the Christian 

faith.  This examination, coupled w/ heartfelt sacramental confession, is a prerequisite to our 

conversion and sanctification.  We are all in need of constant reform--that's why we have Lent 

every year, that's why we observe every Friday as a day of penance.  What can we do differently, 

how can we live differently, so as to draw others to Christ.  Consider the example of Mother 

Teresa:  besides helping poor people, she also drew others to Jesus and his Church by the 

testimony of her life.  In less dramatic ways, we can do the same, if we take the gospel to heart.  

Let's pray that the Spirit will enlighten our minds and sanctify our souls during this upcoming 

Year of Faith, that we may bring others to faith in Jesus where they may find salvation in his 

name and in his Church.   


