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social commitment. The more I think about what I said in the beginning of
this chapter about my own education, however, the more I wonder whether
['was really being accurate. Few things are harder to interpret than one’s own
life story. In the midst of all the negativities from my grade school, I retain
clear memories of how much was taught to me about the love of God.
Because Christians believe that there are three persons in one God, our
approach to spirituality is trinitarian. Having focused in this chapter on God

the Father, we will consider, respectively, Jesus and the Holy Spirit in the next
two chapters. ,

For Further Reflection
. Have you ever been taught to fear God?

- Do you believe that some people go to hell?
. What is it that can move a person from fear to love?

e S I S

- In what ways has your own religious education focused on your life-jour-
ney and on the quality of your relationships?

5. How do you think religious education in Catholic schools today most dif-
fers from that of the 1950s?
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Chapter 17

Breaking the Cycle

y wife and I have four boys. The two older ones often seem locked in
conflict. They will be playing together fine one minute, but then in the
next minute things degenerate into “he took my seat,” “stop making
you're

n o

that noise,” “yes I did,” “no you didn't,” “I don’t want to play with you,
the biggest creep 1 ever met,” “why do I have to have you for a brother?”

It happened again yesterday. The two older boys were playing a basket-
ball game called HORSE. The eight-year-old made his shot, and then, just for
fun, tossed up a quick practice shot that he missed. The six-year-old did not
see the first shot but did see the missed practice shot, which he thought
should count. The younger one called the older one a name. The older one
hit him with the ball. The younger one ran into the house screaming.

It took me a while to get the two of them to speak calmly enough to help
us figure out what had happened. Even when they both understood that
there was just a big mix-up, each still proceeded to defend his own position
vehemently and to say nasty things about the other.

It was clear that the argument between these two went far beyond the pre-
cipitating incident. There are extremely deep and complex issues that under-
lie this type of sibling rivalry. As Jacob was born with his hand on Esau’s foot,
so any two brothers close in age find themselves engaged in an ardent con-
test. Does an eighteen-month-old baby really have room in his heart for a
competitor? Will a newborn grow to love the idea that someone comes before
him in rank, privilege, and opportunity?

I separated the two boys and briefly gave comfort to the six-year-old. Then
I went in to have a talk with the eight-year-old. Without his brother around
he was like a different kid. He got over his anger and was willing to talk. We
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talked in general about what kind of family we want to have: a family where
everybody gets along, where no one has to be afraid of another, where we
love and forgive one another. He agreed. Then we talked about his relation-
ship with the six-year-old. I invoked a phrase that has been a useful catch-
word in our ongoing discussions: I asked, “who is going to break the cycle?”

My son understood what I meant. He and his brother are locked in a con-
flict with such complex roots in the distant past that it never was either of
their faults. They were born into rivalry. It is a no-win situation as long as
each simply defends himself. One of them has to break the cycle of conflict
by dropping his defenses and reaching out to the other. Somebody has to be
willing to start a new cycle of forgiveness and love.

The six-year-old went over to a friend’s house to play. The eight-year-old
read a book, practiced his piano, and watched part of a ball game, Later that
evening we all went swimming as a family, and the boys got along fine. All
was well—until the next conflict,

This Chapter
In this chapter, we will consider the mission of Jesus against the background
of human conflict. After a discussion of the meaning of original sin, we will

examine Jesus’ teachings about the kingdom of God. This material is related
to chapter five of Lumen Gentium.

A Global Cycle

Human society on a global scale can be compared to the relationship
between my boys. There are so many conflicts of class, sex, race, nation, and
creed, with such complex roots so deep in the past that no one could ever
dream of sorting them all out. We are all born into this world of continual
conflict for which we are not ourselves initially responsible, but which we
inherit and which conditions the very fabric of our lives. Many people ben-
efit from institutions and social systems that have unfairness built into them.
Many who are disadvantaged are socialized into having traits that work
against them. As we live our lives, we inevitably become collaborators in
structures that help to cause human misery. .

This profound truth is part of what Catholic doctrine is trying to get at in
its teaching about original sin. The effects of sins of the past are structured
into the world in which we are born. As we grow, we internalize these struc-
tures. They become part of us. Eventually they help to lead us to make our
own sinful choices.

An obvious example is racial prejudice. If one is born into a family and a
neighborhood that manifests deep racial prejudice, at what point does one
become responsible for being prejudiced oneself? This is a difficnlr issne 1o
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sort out. What makes this issue even more difficult is that there are many sin-
ful structures that we do not recognize as such because we buy into them so
deeply. Some socially “successful” people do not recognize any problems
whatsoever in our social and economic structures and just think that if every-
one would be like them the world would be a perfect place. Some disad-
vantaged people think that it is perfectly all right to “beat the system” (cheat)
because they never had a fair chance.

The world is basically good, and human society represents a tremendous
achievement. But the world is also plagued by hunger, poverty, lack of med-
ical treatment, war, and wide-scale ecological destruction. The first world
points its finger at the second and third worlds. The second and third worlds
point their fingers at the first world. Nuclear armaments remain poised as
international terrorism grows. Who is going to break the cycle?

I do not wish to propose any vague idealistic or utopian solutions to the
complex problems of the world. My Catholic faith calls me not to be a silly
dreamer, but rather to have a realistic hope that collaboration with our lov-
ing God can move us in the right direction. But who is going to break the
cycle?

There are many profound ways of interpreting Jesus. I think that one use-
ful way to see Jesus is as one who came to break the cycle.’ He lit up the
path and showed us the way. The path is the journey toward the kingdom
of God. The way to follow the path is through self-sacrificing love. In this
chapter we will concentrate on Jesus’ teaching about the kingdom.

A Kingdom of Love

When I shared with my eldest son a vision of what our family might be like,
I was doing on a very small scale what Jesus was doing when he taught about
the kingdom of God and what the human family might be like. Jesus’ teach-
ing, of course, was much more powerful and mysterious. As he is depicted
in the gospels, Jesus does not matter-of-factly offer a clear vision with a few
well-defined values; rather, he teaches through proclamation, parable, con-
frontation, healing, and example.?

The coming of the kingdom of God is the central focus of all of the teach-
ing of Jesus. In the Gospel of Mark, which most scholars think is the earliest
of the gospels, the first thing Jesus says is “This is the time of fulfillment. The
reign of God is at hand. Reform your lives and believe in the gospel” (Mark
1:15). The kingdom of God is breaking in; it is right within our grasp; it is
inside us. What opens us up to the kingdom is our willingness and effort to
change our lives.
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Jesus stressed that we must remain ready for the coming of the kingdom.
He told stories about servants who were unprepared for the return of the mas-
ter, and about virgins who were unprepared to keep their lights burning when

the bridegroom would arrive. He said, “Be constantly on the watch! Stay.

awake! You do not know when the appointed time will come” (Mark 13:33).
The Lord’s Prayer is a prayer about the coming of the kingdom:

Thy kingdom come
Thy will be done
On.earth as it is in heaven.

One might paraphrase this by saying that the kingdom of God exists wher-
ever and whenever the will of God is being done. Jesus exemplifies this by
his prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane, as he contemplates his impending
death: “Abba (O Father), you have the power to do all things. Take this cup
away from me. But let it be as you would have it, not as I” (Mark 14:36). Just
as Jesus brings about the entry of the kingdom by his obedience to the will
of his Father, he calls us to the kingdom through our own seeking and doing
of the will of God.

The will of God is, above all, that we love one another. When queried as
to which commandment was the greatest, Jesus replied:

You shall love the Lord your God

with your whole heart,

with your whole soul,

and with all your mind.

This is the greatest and first commandment.

The second is like it:
You shall love your neighbor as yourself. (Matthew 22:37-39)

When Jesus gave his farewell discourse to his disciples at the Last Supper,
he said:

As the Father has loved me, -

so I have loved you.

Live on in my love.

You will live in my love

if you keep my commandments,

even as | have kept my Father's commandments,
and live in his love.

All this I tell you

that my joy may be yours
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and your joy may be complete.
This is my commandment: love one another
as I have loved you. (John 15:9-12)

There is an irony in the commandment to love one another. We tend to
think of commandments as stern obligations. To be ordered to love one
another is the best commandment we could hope for; it is what we really
want for ourselves.

Blest Are the Poor
Loving one another entails a special concern for the poor and the socially dis-
enfranchised. Jesus reached out to those whom others found unacceptable.
He had dinner at the house of Zacchaeus, a much-disliked tax collector (Luke
19:1-10). He told stories about how the beggars, the cripples, and the lame
were the ones to be invited to the banquet (Luke 14:12-24). He broke cus-
tom by socializing with the Samaritan woman at the well, and even made one
of the hated Samaritans the hero of the parable about the man who helps a
Jew in trouble after many respectable Jews pass him by (Luke 10:25-36).
Tesus reaches out to include in his family all those who share his love and
his vision, and not necessarily just those related to him by blood or nation-
ality. When told that his mother and brothers were outside, he replied, “Who
are my mother and my brothers?” And gazing around him at those seated in
the circle he continued, “These are my mother and my brothers. Whoever
does the will of God is brother and sister and mother to me” (Mark 3:33-35).
Jesus teaches that we should not be selective or exclusive in whom we
love. In the radical Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says:

My command to you is: love your enemies, pray for your persecutors. This will
prove that you are sons of your heavenly Father, for his sun rises on the bad
and the good, he rains on the just and the unjust. If you love those who love
you, what merit is there in that? Do not tax collectors do as much? (Matthew

5:44—46)

The Sermon on the Mount is filled with provocative, challenging teachings
that show that no one can perfectly live up to the law. We should thereby
relate with others humbly out of a sense of our own weaknesses and failings.
We are not to sit in judgment on others; otherwise, we ourselves might be
liable to judgment.

The New Testament records Jesus as emphasizing the danger that materi-
al riches pose to entry into the kingdom. He says, “] assure you, only with
great difficulty will a rich man enter into the kingdom of God. I repeat what
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[ said: it is easier for a camel to pass through a needie’s eye than for a rich
man to enter the kingdom of God” (Matthew 19:23-24). Yet Jesus adds that
although such would be impossible for human beings, with God all things
are possible. In the beatitudes, Jesus proclaims, “How blest are the poor in
spirit; the reign of God is theirs” (Matthew 5:3). In Luke he says even more
bluntly, “Blest are you poor,” without the additional “in spirit” (Luke 6:20).

More so than the other gospel writers, Luke portrays Jesus as admonishing
the rich, which has led scholars to speculate that issues of wealth and pover-
ty were of pressing concern to the community Luke was addressing. Luke’s
Jesus tells of a foolish rich man who wanted to store more and more of his
earthly harvest, not realizing that he was to die that very night and that he
could not take it with him (Luke 12:16-21). It is in Luke that Jesus says that
the poor and the crippled are invited to the banquet; that no servant can
serve two masters, God and money; that the rich man who cared not for
Lazarus in his poverty will have a parched tongue in hell; that the higher
choice for the rich young man is to leave his wealth behind to follow Christ;
that the poor widow with her mite gives more than the rich because she has
given out of her need; and that the one who would be the greatest should
be as a servant.

Other gospel stories seem to soften or at least to contextualize Jesus’ warn-
ings to the rich. In John's Gospel, for example, when Judas complains that
the expensive oil for anointing Jesus should have been sold and the money
given to the poor, Jesus responds, “The poor you will always have with you.
But me you will not always have” (John 12:8). No matter how we might inter-

pret or contextualize them, however, Jesus’ warnings are too well recorded
to simply ignore.

Stories of the Kingdom

The evidence in the New Testament is that Jesus taught mainly through para-
bles. Parables are compressed stories bursting with meaning. By now you
will not be surprised to learn that the parables of Jesus are stories about the
kingdom of God.

The parables tend to have similar characteristics. Most of them draw their
materials from ordinary, everyday events, They thereby set up a certain set
of expectations as to how things should go. Then they pull the rug out from

under this set of expectations. They thus reorient the hearer on a new level
of understanding.
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Characteristics of the Parables

Concern the kingdom of God
Draw materials from the everyday
Set up common expectations
Thwart those expectations
Reorient the hearer
Open to multiple interpretations

The parables of Jesus are usually not translatable into only .oH._m meaning.
They can be legitimately interpreted as having multiple Bmwnuamm ws many
levels. They are not intended to communicate some clear piece of E.mOHBm\
tion about the kingdom of God; rather, they are intended to have an _Ewmnﬁ
upon the consciousness of the hearer. They give one a feel for d,.\rmm the king-
dom of God is like that would be difficult to express without simply repeat-
ing the same story.

Take the following parable as an example:

The reign of God is like the case of the owner of an estate who went oE.mﬁ
dawn to hire workingmen for his vineyard. After reaching an agreement with
them for the usual daily wage, he sent them out to his vineyard. He nt.m out
about midmorning and savw other men standing about the Bm%ﬂ_u_mwm without
work, so he said to them, “You too go along to my vineyard and I will pay you
whatever is fair.” At that they went away. He came out again around noon and
midafternoon and did the same. Finally, going out in late afternoon, he moc_sa
still others standing around. To these he said, “Why have you been standing
here idle all day?” “No one has hired us,” they told him. He said, “You mo. to the
vineyard too.” When evening came the owner of the vineyard said to his fore-
man, “Call the workmen and give them their pay, but begin with the last group
and end with the first.” When those hired late in the afternoon came up they
received a full day’s pay, and when the first group appeared they supposed they
would get more; yet they received the same daily wage. Thereupon they com-
plained to the owner, “This last group did only an hour’s work, but you rm.:&
put them on the same basis as us who have worked a full day in the scorching
heat.” “My friend,” he said to one in reply, ‘T do you no injustice. You mm_‘m.ma
on the usual wage, did you not? Take your pay and go home. I intend to give
this man who was hired last the same pay as you. I am free to do as I please
with my money, am I not? Or are you envious because I am generous?” Thus
the last shall be first and the first shall be last. (Matthew 20:1-16)

We know that this parable is about the kingdom of God because, like so
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many other parables, it begins, “The reign of God is like....” It draws its mate-
rials from the ordinary event of hiring laborers to work in a vineyard. We
have a certain expectation: People who work longer should receive more
pay. That expectation is thwarted by the owner who claims that his mmn,,
erosity toward some does not make him unjust toward others. What does this
have to do with the kingdom of God?

Instead of trying to offer one single interpretation, I will share a few of the
many interpretations that students have related to me in class. First of all is
the traditional “death-bed conversion” interpretation that stresses that even
though one has lived a bad life one can still be saved if one repents. Another
interpretation is that God'’s justice is not our justice, and that we simply can-
not understand why things in this life often do not seem fair. Yet another
interpretation focuses on the theme that in the kingdom the first shall be last
and the last first. Still another interpretation is that those who have just begun
to live their life on a spiritual basis can be just as close to God as those who
have been trying for years; seniority does not count for much when it comes
to holiness.

The most important thing about a parable is not how you interpret it but
how it strikes you. The multiple meanings are like tiny bombs that go off in
a series of synchronized explosions. When you have been hit, you know that
you are that much closer to being open to the coming of the kingdom.

Following Jesus
Jesus’ teaching of the kingdom offers us an inkling of what things could be
like if we human beings would drop our defenses, reach out to each other
in love, and together seek out the will of our loving God. Lumen Gentium
speaks of “a kingdom of truth and life, a kingdom of holiness and grace, a
kingdom of justice, love, and peace” (LG, 36). The church itself is not fully
the kingdom, but is the seed of the kingdom (ZG, 5). The church is not with-
out imperfections, but strives to be a model community in which love is truly
the first and final word. The church also works as a leaven in the world,
pointing the world in the direction of the kingdom (Gaudium et Spes, 40).
Christians believe that Jesus, through his life, death, and resurrection,
broke the cycle of sin and hate and rationalization that holds us back from
being prepared for the kingdom to come. He dropped his defenses, taught
the truth, acted out of self-sacrificing love, and was put to death as an inno-
cent man. Christians have traditionally interpreted the resurrection as God’s
final seal of approval of the path that Jesus walked. Jesus’ life and death were
vindicated by his rising from the dead,

One way of understanding the fifth chapter of Lumen Gentiun's universal
call to holiness is to see it as a mandate for all Christians to follow Christ in
breaking the cycle of sin. Jesus taught us to love even our enemies and to do
good to those who hate us. He broke the cycle of sin by living a life based
on love. Lumen Gentium says that in order for love to grow, “each of the
faithful must willingly hear the Word of God and accept his will, and must
complete what God has begun by their own actions with the help of God's
grace” (LG, 42). To follow Jesus is to break the cycle of sin by making love
the basis of one’s life: “It is the love of God and the love of one’s neighbor
which points out the true disciple of Christ” (LG, 42).

Summary

In this chapter we have examined the teaching of Jesus. We concentrated on
Jesus’ proclamation of the kingdom, his special concern for the poor, and his
parables. Through his words and deeds, Jesus taught people how to break
the cycle of sin.

The cycle of sin has deep and unrecoverable origins. Its roots are person-
al, but it has branched out in social, economic, and political spheres. As I said
earlier, I try not to be wildly utopian or idealistic in my expectations of what
we can make this world to be. And yet I also do not wish to underestimate
the tremendous and far-reaching impact it can have when even one human
being truly repents, forgives others, and seeks to bring about the kingdom of
God. Perhaps some day even my own children may stop fighting.

Having studied spirituality in relation to the Father and Jesus, in the next
chapter we will turn our attention to the Holy Spirit.

For Further Reflection

. How can a person come to know the will of God?

. What is your own understanding of original sin?

. How might Jesus’ warnings to the rich apply to today?

. Saying that Jesus “broke the cycle” of sin through his life based on love is
one interpretation of his mission. How does this interpretation compare
with other interpretations with which you are familiar?

5. What images come to mind for you when you think about the kingdom of

God?
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