
Homily - 31st Sunday in Ordinary Time - November 5, 2017 
   These last few Sundays we’ve heard in the Gospels a constant attempt by the 

enemies of Jesus to back Him into a corner. To catch Him in a trap. To catch Him 

saying the wrong thing or doing the wrong thing. And each week we’ve seen the 

brilliance of Jesus as He finds a way to avoid their traps. I like this Gospel. Because 

today it appears Jesus has had enough - up to here - of this hypocritical back and forth 

bantering. He’s had it. They just keep at Him. They keep at Him. They keep at Him. It’s 

kind of like my Mom, she would go to a certain point with us six kids, and then it was 

“atom bomb time.” And so today Jesus, instead of putting up with that, goes on the 

offensive. It’s almost like He’s saying, “If you want a fight, bring it on!” ‘Cause He’s tired 

of this.  

   So Jesus begins by recognizing that His adversaries were, for the most part, men 

who exercise legitimate positions in the Jewish religion community. They had a 

legitimate place. They had a right to teach. They had a right to say different things 

because that was their position. The Scribes were experts in the law. They often served 

as legal advisors in an area both temporal and spiritual. They interpreted the 613 laws 

and created volumes of directives on how to live these laws in their everyday lives. The 

Pharisees were close allies of the Scribes. They were committed to the rigid, perfect 

fulfillment of the law. And that is why Jesus starts off His little diatribe by saying, “Do 

and observe all things, whatever they tell you.” In other words, they have some authority 

- do what they tell you to do. It is only after saying that, that Jesus puts the gloves on. 

He throws the first punch. “Do not follow their example.” Then Jesus follows with a 

flurry of jabs. “They preach, and they do not practice. They place heavy burdens on 

people’s shoulders but they will not lift a finger to move them. All their works are to be 

seen. They love places of honor in public, seats of honor at banquets and in the 

synagogue. They love to be called by titles of honor.” You can almost see Jesus’ face - 

red at this point. And He ends up with a knockout punch. “The greatest among you must 

be your servant. The greatest among you must be your servant.” Don’t imitate that 

other stuff they’re talking about. 

  Now before we stand up and cheer and shout, “Way to go, Jesus!” we might keep in 

mind that Jesus is also speaking to us today, Could we be guilty of some of the faults 

and shortcomings that Jesus attributes to the Scribes and to the Pharisees? How often 

might we be hypocritical and insensitive and addicted to gaining the respect of others? 

We want to be noticed. We want to be important in the eyes of others. Jesus invites us 

to humility; invites us to honesty; and invites us to recognize the flaws of our life. We 

don’t do that enough. To stop for a minute - and not that we beat up ourselves. You 

know, there was a tendency in the past for Catholics to do that ...we were awful; we 

were just terrible people. But it’s good that we recognize we’re not perfect either. We 

may not be as horrible as we think we are, but we do have some faults. And so Jesus 

wants us to recognize them. And Jesus promises us that if we can only perfect part of 



ourselves, we can release both goodness and power. 

   There’s a little story among the American Indians about a 12 year old boy who was 

bitten by a poisonous snake. And he died. His grieving parents carried the boy to the 

holy man in the village, so that the holy man could pray over him - do the rites that were 

traditionally done for the death of anyone in the village. The parents and the holy man 

sat around the dead boy for hours in silence. Finally, the father got up. He placed his 

hands on the feet of his son. And he said to his son, “In all my life, I have not been 

attentive to my family as I needed to be.” With those words, the poison left the boy’s 

feet. The mother then got up and placed her hands on the boy’s heart. And she said, “In 

all my life, I’ve not loved my family as deeply as they needed me to love them.” The 

poison left the boy’s heart. Then the holy man got up and he placed his hands on the 

boy’s head. And he said, “In all my life, I have not truly believed the words that I have 

preached to others.” The poison left the boy’s head. And he sat up and he was alive 

again. The poison was gone.  

   This little story, I think, proclaims the truth that admitting who we are has the power 

to heal. Admitting our own faults and shortcomings can bring something that was dead 

back to life. That is why Jesus calls us to humility and honesty; why He says that those 

who humble themselves will be exalted. Just imagine the power there could be in 

marriages and in friendships if we could more easily say, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry that I hurt 

you. I’m sorry that I did not meet your expectations or needs.” How much easier it would 

be to forgive someone, to heal a broken relationship if we could say, “I’m not perfect. I, 

too, am a sinner. I have in my own way contributed to estrangement that exists between 

us.” How much more freedom could we have if we could admit our own shortcomings 

and work to correct them, but at the same time continue to believe that people love us - 

not because we are perfect - I’d be in trouble if that were true - but because we can be 

genuine and honest in admitting our faults and our needs to grow.  Admitting the truth 

about ourselves releases power - the power to take the poison out - the power to bring 

something that was dead back to life. 

 

Concluding story 

   There was a couple who were arranging their marriage. They went to the baker to 

have inscribed a very special Scriptural quote that they wanted very badly. It was from 

First Letter of John, in the New Testament, Chapter 4 Verse 18, which reads: “There is 

no fear in  love, but  perfect love casts out fear.”  

   Well, somehow the bakery messed up. They either lost, or smudged or otherwise 

misread the noted reference and instead they beautifully inscribed on the cake a quote 

from the Gospel of John 4:18, which reads: “For you have had five husbands and the 

man you have now is not your husband.”  

   One little mistake can cause a whole lot of problems. 

 


