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Fr. Curtis Miller September 26, 2021 Homily for the 26th Sunday of Ordinary Time 

 

 History seems to repeat itself, with Joshua complaining to Moses, and John to Jesus, that 

someone outside their group of leaders or apostles was prophesying or driving out demons.  

Moses says that it would be a good thing if everyone prophesied in the name of God, and 

likewise Jesus teaches that “those who are not against us are for us.” 

 

 However, in Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus also says, “Those who are not with Me are against 

Me” (Matt. 12:30).  So which is it?  Well, because Jesus said it, both are true.  He shows that the 

issue of who is with or against Him is complicated, and it requires some nuance to understand.  If 

we took either statement just at face value, we could easily misunderstand what Jesus is saying: 

either that it doesn’t matter what people believe because everyone is unified, or that the number 

of good people is narrowly confined to a special, elite group of insiders.  Neither of these views 

is correct.  Rather, the truth lies somewhere in between. 

 

 Eldad and Medad, and the non-apostles driving out demons in Jesus’ name, are all doing 

God’s work.  They just lack some of the credentials or a special status.  Joshua and John were 

not objecting to something bad that these other people were doing; rather, they were jealous that 

someone outside their particular group got to do something special, too.  But the truth is that 

even though these others don’t fit the expected category, they are with us because they are still 

serving God.   

 

 However, it would be naïve to say that there is no one who is against Christ and His 

Church.  There are people who reject God, hate Christians, and who oppose the Church’s 

teachings.  Sadly, those people have made the choice to be against us.  That doesn’t mean that 

they’re beyond hope (as a story of a saint will illustrate in a moment).  But neither can we 

pretend that everything is just fine, that our differences and their opposition don’t mean anything.  

But it’s important for us to be able to distinguish between differences that are serious and minor, 

and we should always try to see the ways in which God’s grace is at work in these people’s lives 

and areas of common ground that we might be able to connect on.  St. Augustine gives us a 

phrase that can be helpful to remember: “In the essentials, unity.  In the non-essentials, liberty.  

In all things, charity.”  In other words, there are certain objective truths that we cannot 

compromise on, but if we disagree with someone on non-essential matters of style or taste, we 

should recognize some leeway.  But in either case, we ought to have love for the other person. 

 

 So what does this mean practically for you and me?  When we encounter someone who is 

“not with us,” not living according to the teachings of Jesus and His Church, we can be tempted 

to come at them and attack them for everything they are doing that is wrong.  But how well does 

that work?  Probably not very well.  We might even be right about the problems we are pointing 

out in their lives, but this is a terrible place to start.  It alienates people from the get-go. 

 

 There’s another way we can approach these situations: by identifying common ground 

and affirming what they are doing right.  There will come a time for correcting errors, but in 

most cases, this comes as a later step, after we have established a relationship and trust with this 

person.  Consider the example of St. Paul when he went to the Areopagus, the public square in 

Athens.  There he preached about Jesus, the salvation He offers, and the resurrection.  In the 
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shadow of several temples to their false gods, Paul could have begun by denouncing them for 

their paganism, but he doesn’t.  Instead, Paul looks for common ground.  He says that he has 

seen their many temples, and he knows that they must be very religious.  He also notes that he 

saw they had dedicated one of their temples to “an unknown god,” almost to be sure that they 

didn’t miss one.  Paul seizes on this detail and proclaims that he has come to teach them about 

this unknown God, Who is in fact the one, true God, Creator and Father of all.  Paul explains 

some of Jesus’ teachings to them, not referencing Jewish and Christian prophets they had never 

heard of, but rather by referencing their own Greek philosophers and teachers.  That day Paul 

won over many converts, including a woman named Damaris and Dionysius the Areopagite.  

Paul would have been factually correct if he first denounced their worship of false gods, but he 

probably wouldn’t have gained many converts. 

 

 How did Paul know that finding common ground was an effective strategy?  Because it 

was how God had won over Paul.  We probably remember the story well: as a young man, he 

had been known as Saul, a persecutor of Christians, rounding them up for arrest and even 

execution.  He was clearly someone who stood against the Church.  But why?  It wasn’t because 

he was completely evil.  Rather, it was because he was zealous for his faith in God.  Saul 

genuinely believed that the Christians were heretics, blaspheming against God, and so he treated 

them with the hostility he thought they deserved.  But then Jesus spoke to him from Heaven, and 

Saul saw the error of his ways.  He was so transformed that he received a new name, Paul, and 

he became one of the greatest of the apostles.  He didn’t lose his religious zeal; rather, God 

redirected it in the right direction.  We should bear this in mind when we meet someone who is 

hostile to our faith.  There is probably something good in that person, something we can agree 

upon.  Once we have taken the time to get to know this person, we will be able to connect with 

them in that area, and better be able to share our faith with them. 

 

 We know that not all our friends and loved ones share our faith.  Some are non-Catholic 

or non-Christian.  But they can still be (and often are) good people, with God’s grace alive and 

active in their lives.  Some of my favorite spiritual writers are non-Catholics (C.S. Lewis, an 

Anglican, and Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a Lutheran), from whom I’ve learned beautiful insights on 

our faith.  This is not relativism, which says that it doesn’t matter what you believe or what you 

do.  I believe it does matter.  I believe that the Catholic Church is the one, true Church 

established by Christ, that it teaches the fullness of truth entrusted to us by Christ, and that it 

bestows the graces necessary for salvation, especially through the Sacraments.  I would be happy 

if every person in the world became Catholic.  But God is all-loving and all-powerful.  He has 

promised to work through the Church and the Sacraments, but He can work even outside them. 

 

 Gandhi, a Hindu, often said that he admired Jesus and His teachings, especially the 

Beatitudes.  Someone asked him, “Then why have you never become a Christian?”  He replied, 

“I might have, if I had ever met a real Christian.”  The burden is not so much on those who do 

not share our faith; rather it is on us as Christians to follow Jesus’ teachings truly, in a way that is 

attractive, instead of alienating people or giving them scandal by not living up to Jesus’ 

teachings.  It’s true that none of us does it perfectly, but if we can humbly admit our faults, 

repent of them, and make amends, that can be perhaps the most powerful witness of our faith in 

Christ.  In that way, we’ll be more likely to find common ground with others, and see that they 

are not against us, but with us and with Christ. 


