"FIRST IMPRESSIONS"
22nd SUNDAY (A) SEPTEMBER 3, 2023
Jeremiah 20: 7-9; Psalm 63; Romans 12: 1-2; Matthew 16: 21-27 
by Jude Siciliano, OP
Dear Preachers:
Jesus is asking his disciples to reverse their way of thinking. Of course, they don’t get it right away. Peter, who just told Jesus that, in his opinion, Jesus was more than a prophet: he was God’s anointed Messiah. The next move would seem to be to take power away from the Romans and restore it to Israel. It would be a natural move for the kind of Messiah Peter and the others thought they had in Jesus.
If Jesus were the Messiah, he would also drive the priests from the Temple and be a anointed king of Israel there. Wasn’t that how it was supposed to work when God’s Messiah arrived to finally announce the arrival of the kingdom of God?
But those weren’t Jesus’ plans as they got close to Jerusalem. Jesus would be acclaimed king of Israel, but not the kind of king Peter and the others were expecting. He would not become king by force of arms, but by suffering and death. Jesus makes it quite clear. By all appearances Jesus will have lost the battle and the chief priests and legal experts would have won. Then, he predicts, he will be raised from the dead. Peter and the disciples have no clue what he means by all this contradictory talk: losing brings victory; dying brings life. Do we?
Peter typically says the wrong thing. Jesus had called Peter, the "Rock," on which he would build his church. At this moment in the story Peter is more like the crusty, dry, shifting soil we have here in Texas...like sand. How can Jesus build his church on such a "rock"? This is a moment for reflection for all who hold office and authority in the church. It is also a warning. The most promising leader among Jesus’ disciples is the one to be sharply rebuked. Jesus even calls him Satan!
Once Jesus makes himself clear in the hearing of the others, he re-issues the call: "Take up your cross and follow me." Following Jesus will be costly. There are no half, or comfortable responses to his challenging call. Jesus is not sugarcoating what will happen to him; nor is he giving his disciples an easy ride. We have an advantage over the disciples. We know his prediction of his suffering and death at the hands of "the elders, the chief priests and the scribes," was fulfilled. What we also have is the advantage of knowing that he has already risen from the dead and is now the exalted Lord.
But that does not remove, or lessen, what he asks of us now. To follow him we have to sacrifice our ways of thinking and acting. If we to try preserve life we will lose it, he tells us. We must give up all to follow him, even life itself. Each of us has to determine what he is asking of us now. What plan, or project, must we put aside? What personal sacrifice must we make for a fuller response to Jesus’ invitation?
Peter wants Jesus to think in conventional religious terms. God should forbid Jesus’ suffering and death. Peter, "the Rock," has become a stumbling block. He needs, as we would say, to refocus to a proper way of thinking and of following Jesus. He calls Jesus "Lord." Well then, he must hear what the Lord is saying and get back into proper relationship with him. Jesus is the leader and Peter has to struggle to understand how he is to respond to what Jesus is asking.
Following Jesus requires a new way of thinking which goes against the world’s wisdom and conventional thinking and acting. In the world suffering and death are to be avoided at all costs. Such thinking turns to God for help to preserve life the way it is. But Jesus asked his followers to change to a new way of thinking.
Jesus emphasizes doing God’s will at all costs, even if it means suffering and death. Disciples and not just to put up with this teaching. But, to lean on it and trust it. If we do, we will be following Jesus on a path of transformation and resurrection. Jesus is holding out a deeper life for his disciples, but to receive it we must let go of our present life, in all its seeming security and any status it gives.
There are daily opportunities for us to shoulder the cross. Some will be significant, but most will come during smaller, "ordinary" moments in our daily lives. These seeming insignificant "Cross opportunities" may not seem important, but they come with the opportunity grace always offers – new life.
Christians are not called to be submissive masochists. We are not meant to be lovers of pain. But we are, in Jesus’ name, asked to bear it. The cross we willingly accept gives us an opportunity to be in solidarity with those who suffer in the world. Is it possible that the cross is a special school of love in which we learn more about ourselves and our God?
Click here for a link to this Sunday’s readings:
https://bible.usccb.org/bible/readings/090323.cfm
[bookmark: QUOTABLE]QUOTABLE
The Gospels frequently show us Jesus on a journey; he walks alongside people and listens to the questions and concerns working in their hearts. He shows us that God is not found neat and orderly places, distant from reality, but walks ever at our side. He meets us where we are, on the often rocky road of life. God travels the path of history and shares in the life of humanity are we prepared for the advantage of this journey?
– Pope Francis - October 10, 2021, Homily opening the Synod 
[bookmark: JUSTICE]JUSTICE BULLETIN BOARD
O God, you are my God whom I seek; for you my flesh pines and my soul thirsts like the earth, parched, lifeless and without water. —Psalm 63:2
When I read this passage from Psalms 63, I was immediately reminded of a quote that I read in Pope Francis’ encyclical, “Laudato Si’: On Care for our Common Home.” Pope Francis quotes Pope Benedict XVI who stated in his homily at his Inaugural Mass, 2005, “The external deserts in the world are growing, because the internal deserts have become so vast. Therefore, the earth’s treasures no longer serve to build God’s garden for all to live in, but they have been made to serve the powers of exploitation and destruction.” I hope that you will take some time to reflect on what Pope Benedict is saying here that is reiterated by Pope Francis. Taking care of the garden is the very first job that God gave humans to do (Genesis 2:15).
We are at the beginning of the Season of Creation that runs from the World Day of Prayer for Creation (September 1) to the Feast of St. Francis (October 4), patron saint “of those who promote ecology.” This month is the perfect time for some self-examination as to what we are doing to contribute to the growth of “deserts” both individually and corporately.
Reflecting on Pope Benedict’s quote, in 2006, the New Zealand Catholic Bishops wrote, “Protecting the environment involves moderating our desires to consume and own more, which create lifestyles that bring death to millions of other people. Consumerism, global environmental change and suffering in the developing world are inextricably linked. . . Individual acts of selfishness can create a society characterized by a desire for short term gain and immediate gratification over longer term needs and a wider view. In response, both individual and collective acts of selflessness are needed – of self-sacrifice for the greater good, of self-denial in the midst of convenient choices, of choosing simpler lifestyles in the midst of a consumer society. This does not mean abandoning the scientific and technological advances. . .It means using them wisely, and in a thoughtful manner which reflects true solidarity with all the people of the earth.” (Statement on Environmental Issues - New Zealand Catholic Bishops Conference)  
NC Catholics Caring for our Common Home and Cathedral’s Laudato Si’ Circle are offering a 12-week webinar starting September 11 called “Creation at the Crossroads” from Renew International. Contact socialconcern@hnojnc.org to join.
 Barbara Molinari Quinby, MPS, Director
Office of Human Life, Dignity, and Justice Ministries
Holy Name of Jesus Cathedral, Raleigh, NC
[bookmark: FAITH_BOOK]FAITH BOOK
Mini reflections on the Sunday scripture readings designed for persons on the run. "Faith Book" is also brief enough to be posted in the Sunday parish bulletins people take home. 
From today’s Gospel reading:
Jesus said to the disciples.
"Whoever wishes to come after me must deny themselves,
take up their cross and follow me."
Reflection:
The disciples didn’t realize what they were getting into when they said "Yes" to Jesus’ invitation to follow him? They discovered that serving God by responding to Jesus’ call, even though a good thing to do, does not guarantee smooth sailing. But they also learned to trust that God was with them as they tried to respond to Jesus’ call, "Come follow me."
So we ask ourselves:
· Do we hear Jesus’ call now, "Come follow me?" How shall we respond?
· Can we trust that God will be with us in that response?
[bookmark: DEATH_ROW]POSTCARDS TO DEATH ROW INMATES
Inmates on death row are the most forgotten people in the prison system. Each week I am posting in this space several inmates’ names and locations. I invite you to write a postcard to one or more of them to let them know that: we have not forgotten them; are praying for them and their families; or, whatever personal encouragement you might like to give them. If the inmate responds, you might consider becoming pen pals. 
Please write to:
· Russell Tucker #0413011 (On death row since 2/21/1996)
· Guy LeGrande #0238344 (4/26/1996)
· Jamie Smith #0376917 (5/10/1996)
----Central Prison, P.O. 247 Phoenix, MD 21131
Please note: Central Prison is in Raleigh, NC., but for security purposes, mail to inmates is processed through a clearing house at the above address in Maryland.
For more information on the Catholic position on the death penalty go to the Catholic Mobilizing Network: http://catholicsmobilizing.org/resources/cacp/
On this page you can sign "The National Catholic Pledge to End the Death Penalty." Also, check the interfaith page for People of Faith Against the Death Penalty: http://www.pfadp.org/
[bookmark: DONATIONS]DONATIONS
"First Impressions" is a service to preachers and those wishing to prepare for Sunday worship. It is sponsored by the Dominican Friars. If you would like "First Impressions" sent weekly to a friend, send a note to Fr. John Boll, OP at jboll@opsouth.org. 
If you would like to support this ministry, please send tax deductible contributions to Fr. Jude Siciliano, OP: 
St. Albert Priory 
3150 Vince Hagan Drive 
Irving, Texas 75062-4736
Make checks payable to: Dominican Friars. 
Or, go to our webpage to make an online donation: https://www.PreacherExchange.com/donations.htm
[bookmark: REFERENCES]REFERENCES
ORDERING OUR CDs:
We have compiled Four CDs for sale: 
· Individual CDs for each Liturgical Year, A, B or C
· One combined CD for "Liturgical Years A, B and C.
If you are a preacher, lead a Lectionary-based scripture group, or are a member of a liturgical team, these CDs will be helpful in your preparation process. Individual worshipers report they also use these reflections as they prepare for Sunday liturgy.
You can order the CDs by going to our webpage:  https://www.PreacherExchange.com and clicking on the "First Impressions" CD link on the left.
OTHER PUBLICATIONS BY EMAIL:
1. "HOMILIAS DOMINICALES" ---These Spanish reflections on the Sunday and daily scriptures are written by Dominican sisters and friars. If you or a friend would like to receive these reflections drop a note to "Fr. John J. Boll, OP." <preacherexchange@att.net> 
2. "VOLUME 2" is an opportunity for you to hear from the readers of First Impressions. To subscribe or Send your own reflections: Send them to "Fr. John J. Boll, OP." <preacherexchange@att.net >  Your contributions to Volume 2 are welcome.
OUR WEBSITE: https://www.PreacherExchange.com 
Where you will find Preachers Exchange, which includes "First Impressions," "Homilias Dominicales," and "Volume 2" as well as articles, book reviews, daily homilies, and other material pertinent to preaching and Scripture reflection.
FOR EMAIL HELP OR TO UNSUBSCRIBE, SUBSCRIBE, OR CHANGE:
Email "Fr. John J. Boll, OP." <preacherexchange@att.net>
