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One thing that Jesus did over and over again in his public life and ministry is: he overturned people’s
expectations. They thought he would or ought to say or do one thing, but more often than not he would
say or do just the opposite. God’s chosen people were waiting for a Savior who would come in earthly
power and glory; instead, Jesus was born in a stable to a poor family. They thought Jesus should relate
only to those they thought to be decent and respectable; instead, Jesus reached out to prostitutes, tax
collectors and other notorious sinners. They thought Jesus’ death on the cross was the end of his story;
instead, he truly and literally rose from the dead three days later. Over and over again, Jesus turned
expectations upside down.

The gospel today gives us another example of this process in action. Jesus’ teaching here is often referred
to as the Sermon on the Plain—compared to the Sermon on the Mount that we find in Matthew’s gospel.
The Beatitudes that Luke gives us today are fewer in number than the more familiar version we read in
Matthew, but they pack a special punch nonetheless. Back in that first century, it was generally thought
and expected that worldly wealth and comfort were sure-fire signs of being specially loved and favored
by God. But what does Jesus say? “Blessed are you who are poor...who are now hungry...who are now
weeping...when people hate you and when they exclude and insult you.”

Talk about turning expectations completely upside down! And yet Jesus means precisely what he says.
Those who are lacking what the world thinks most important or most advantageous are truly blessed,
Jesus says; they know more deeply than anyone else their utter dependence on God. And this leads to yet
another surprise, another overturned expectation. The world tells us that we are responsible only to
ourselves, that we can determine our own rules, and that to follow some silly old rules from any God or
Church makes us nothing but mind-numbed slaves. And yet...it is amazing to see over and over again
how those who come to know their own powerlessness and who turn to God for help, grace and direction
discover a joy and a freedom that they never knew before—precisely the opposite of slavery! What did
Jesus say? “Rejoice and leap for joy on that day! Behold, your reward will be great in heaven.” And that
joy can be known in some elementary (and yet profound) ways even in this earthly life.

Actually, our 21%-century world isn’t all that different from what Jesus faced in the first century—at least
in terms of what the world and culture considers important. We continue to be told that we ought to
pursue our own material and other self-centered desires; in this view, the three most important people in
the world are me, myself and I. And God? Jesus? The Church? Strictly for wimps, weaklings and
nerds. And lest you think I’'m exaggerating here, consider the remarks made several years ago by Ted
Turner (of CNN fame): in a newspaper interview, he said that “Christianity is a religion for losers.” Tom
Cruise, the famous actor, talked in an interview how he was raised Catholic but then embraced
Scientology. He decided that he didn’t like the fact that Catholics and other Christians (in his words)
“always have to follow somebody else’s rules. In Scientology, we make our own.” If religion is all about
getting our own way, then that makes sense. God, the One who created us and redeemed us in his Son
Jesus Christ, has something else in mind for us, to put it mildly. Please pray for Mr. Turner, Mr. Cruise,
and others who think like them.

In this cultural context, in the midst of this world view, it can be tough to go against those expectations
and to not fear living and being known as a disciple of Jesus Christ. And yet it not only can happen, but it
does happen all the time—just like it should. Jesus turned the worldly expectations of his time upside
down, and his grace and his Holy Spirit give us the power to do the same...if we desire and avail
ourselves of that grace.



Let me offer two contemporary examples. A few weeks ago Deacon Larsen spoke eloquently of his
experience last fall at NCYC—the National Catholic Youth Conference in Kansas City—and in being
part of a crowd of over 20,000 young people from all over the country who were praising God, loving
Jesus, and celebrating their Catholic faith. A few days ago I read a recent issue of the Columbus High
School newspaper in which some of the students who went to NCYC shared their impressions. I have to
tell you: I was deeply moved by what I read from all of them. One student’s experience led to this
comment: “I realized I don’t give God enough credit—I depend on myself for things I can’t do alone.
We all need God in our lives.” She nailed it—right on target.

Another student had this to say: “I didn’t know what to expect going into NCYC...I couldn’t understand
what could possibly be so great about being with ‘god freaks’ all weekend worshipping God? So I went
into it with an open mind, and got more than I could have asked out of it. The first day back [at school] I
heard so many jokes made about God toward all of us. Do you realize what you’re really doing? You're
not even offending us. We knew going into this that would happen. You’re offending God, someone
who died just for YOU, and all you can do is make fun of others who believe in him...NCYC was not
some brainwashing way to get kids to become different. It’s simply an event created to strengthen your
relationship with God, figuring out why you were put on this planet, and understanding who you want to
be as a person.” This student also nailed it—she was right on target as well. And keep in mind: these
and the other student writers shared their thoughts, they witnessed to their faith in Jesus to their fellow
high school students in a very public way. They knew they risked being mocked as “God freaks” by their
classmates and schoolmates, but they witnessed to their faith nonetheless. Could you have done that?
Would you? It’s called the Holy Spirit’s gift of fortitude and courage—the most amazing grace of God.

The other example is related to something on TV this past week. Last Tuesday afternoon I watched
Oprah for the first time in my life. I mean no offense to the Queen of Daytime Television, but I’ve never
before had the slightest inclination to tune her in...until Tuesday. Last weekend I learned that some
members of the Dominican Sisters of Mary, Mother of the Eucharist (from Ann Arbor, Michigan) would
be on her show. This is the religious order to which my niece Annie belongs (my brother’s older
daughter); her religious name is Sr. Maria Caritas. | was fascinated to see how someone like Oprah
Winfrey, one of the wealthiest, most highly-respected and well-known celebrities in the world, would
react to a group of religious sisters (most of whom are in their 20’s and 30’s) dressed in full habit and
who freely take vows of chastity, poverty and obedience. I have to admit that I also hoped I would my
see my niece of national TV; what can | say—I’m one very proud uncle!

Well, I didn’t see my niece, sad to say. But that was the only downside of the show—it was a joy to see
these young women, full of life and faith and Spirit, witnessing to their faith in Jesus Christ and their
desire to serve him and his Church in this particular vocation. I must say that Oprah was very respectful
toward the good Sisters; she seemed sincerely interested in their way of life. It was obvious that she
didn’t know much about consecrated life; that’s not a criticism—Oprah admitted her lack of knowledge
quite openly. For their part, the sisters spoke of how they each experienced God’s personal call to
embrace the religious life. Many had come from other careers and had had much material success. One
spoke of her former career as a pharmacist; another had been the chief financial officer for three car
dealerships in New York. Even with their worldly success, however, they sensed an emptiness and a
restlessness, thinking that they were being called to something more life-giving and self-giving. They
heard an interior call from God—not necessarily an audible voice, to embrace this life. They found what
were looking for in this community—and the joy and peace on their faces and in their manner
demonstrated that beyond question.

Oprah was especially interested in the fact that these sisters promise to remain unmarried and therefore
will not have their own children. Some of the sisters spoke of how they had dated in their younger years
and did in fact look forward to marriage. But then they began to sense that call from God and realized



that his grace would enable them to live up to the promises that would be expected of them. One of the
sisters said that her former boyfriend will be ordained to the priesthood in the near future. Never
underestimate the surprising power of God! Another sister spoke of how she is in a spiritual sense
“married” to Christ, devoting herself entirely to her Savior and to doing his will for her. She also spoke
of the challenge of espousing herself to Jesus in this way—she said that if there is ever a problem in her
relationship with Jesus, she knows whose fault it is...and it’s not Jesus’!

The point is: these sisters were willing to come on national TV in a very public forum, not hiding in any
way who or what they are, and wanting above all to share their love for Jesus Christ and their love for his
Church as well. They were willing to overturn the expectation many have these days that one’s faith and
love for Christ is purely a private thing and shouldn’t be spoken of in the public square. We don’t all
have the specific call or vocation that these sisters have, but we do all share the call to faith, discipleship,
and love and dedication to the truth of the gospel. Are we willing to be that salt of the earth and light of
the world? Can we, dare we refuse to conform to the expectations of our culture that we keep our life and
faith in Jesus locked up tight in a box in a corner of the closet? Lent begins this coming Wednesday
(check the bulletin for the Mass schedule for Ash Wednesday)—perhaps an especially good time to
unlock that box and overturn some expectations...especially those we may impose on ourselves??




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


