
17th Sunday in Ordinary Time 

Gospel of St. Matthew 13: 44-52 

Paddy O’Rourke stopped by to visit his mother. After their pleasantries and greetings, his mother said 

to him, “Paddy I’ve not been seeing you lately at Mass.” Paddy responded, “Your right Mum, they have a new 

pastor there and I am not fond of him at all!” 

His mother responded, “Well, life is ironic isn’t it my son?” “What do you mean Mum?”, asked Paddy.  

“Well,” she responded, “you told me last month you also don’t like the new pub manager, but that hasn’t 

stopped you from indulging on your way home every evening.”  

We give priority to those things that matter most to us and will overlook a lot if the priority is that 

important. The less important the priority, the less it will take to keep us away. It’ll take more than an 

unpopular pub manager to keep Paddy from indulging every evening, but a similar personality in the pastor 

and his once a week church visit is off the calendar.  

Paddy isn’t alone with his choices. This is especially true of “faith” and the commitments surrounding 

it. In other parishes I have served, sports were the priority regardless of cost. One city where ice hockey was 

significantly important, parents and children often got up at 4 AM or 5 AM on Sunday morning for time at the 

ice rink, but some of those same parents would inform me, the Mass times are too inconvenient. 

If faith is boiled down to simply “religious practice” in all its dull and boring repetitive mannerisms, 

then small things will keep us away every time and we will hardly miss it. But if faith leads us to an encounter 

with the Living God, we will be shaken at the core of our lives, and only those life emergencies or restrictions 

will keep us from attending. 

In my own life, for many years from high school through college, I rarely attended Mass with the 

exception of Christmas Eve and the occasional wedding or funeral. After a rather dramatic spiritual encounter 

with God, whatever reasons or excuses that formerly kept me away, melted in a flash. Like the worker finding 

the buried treasure, there became a joyful and compelling drive within me. To this day (more than 40 years 

later), that drive has not ceased or diminished. When faith was a low priority, the least important reason 

would keep me away. When faith became a relationship with God’s passionate love, any reason for 

abandoning the faith again is hopefully beyond my reach. 

Often at social gatherings with family or friends, or other more relaxed occasions, many will share with 

me their reasons for staying away or coming to Mass infrequently. Often it simply is, “We fell out of the habit.” 

Schedules simply changed and before they knew it, Mass attendance was a distant reality. Sometimes it has 

been a great anger with Church leadership. Many walked away during the sex abuse crisis in 2002. For some 

the dark burden of tragedy or a broken heart keeps them distant. 

There are as many reasons as there are people who once here now no longer attend. It is not my 

intention to minimize or dismiss any reason. But I do need to challenge if those reasons continue to be 

important. Perhaps some might be saying, “Why preach this to us? We are here. Isn’t that like preaching to 

the choir?” I’m glad you asked. Perhaps many of you are here regularly and faithfully.  

Perhaps many others are here this weekend but not so much on other weekends. It might be “hit or 

miss.” a more sporadic attendance. Some might be back after being away for a while and wondering, “Is it 

worthwhile coming back?” That was me over forty years ago sitting in the back of the church. 



Think about the reasons you offer when deciding not to attend a weekend Mass. Reflect on them. Then 

ask yourself, would those reasons be adequate to not show up for work? Would those reasons be adequate to 

decline an invitation to a family function? Would those reasons be adequate to miss a child’s birthday, or stay 

away from a school recital or a school championship game? Would those reasons be adequate to skip an 

appointment with your spouse for medical tests trying to figure out why she/he has not been feeling well for a 

long time? The list can go on and on.  

There may indeed be reasons adequate for missing some if not all of the events listed above. But my 

guess is those reasons would be very significant and not frivolous or trivial. Plus, with the possible exception of 

work, all these events emerge from relationships of love with family and friends. Love is the greatest 

motivator of all.  

Then remember that at every altar for every celebration of the Eucharist, the drama of our salvation is 

present with the Risen Lord calling us by name to be loved and to love God in return. Remember that this is as 

true at this altar as it is with Pope Francis at St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome, as it is true with any retired priest 

continuing to serve even with the smallest congregation in the remotest outpost of Maine.  

Remember at every celebration of the Eucharist, there is a treasure buried in the field waiting to be 

uncovered; and a pearl of great value waiting to be discovered. The Lord’s Body and Blood placed in our hands 

or on our tongues under the signs of bread and wine are gifts from a God desiring only to let ourselves be 

loved and to draw out of us love in return. 

 Remember especially, the Risen Lord’s paschal mystery made present on the altar and within the 

assembled community gives greater meaning and purpose to all the family and friend events mentioned 

before and countless others. For the joyful times, the mystery of our salvation allows us to be grateful and to 

respond with our own life.  

For the darker times of health, financial or relational decline; we find here the great hope that nothing 

is outside the sovereignty of God, and no event of our life beyond the Lord’s redemption. As St. Paul’s Letter 

to the Romans teaches us, “All things work for good for those who love God.” The Kingdom is discovered in 

many surprising life events, not just those considered blessings, joyful, or pleasant. The Kingdom of Heaven 

transforms, heals and renews all creation and all humanity. Embracing the Kingdom leads to hope for a future 

love and joy, that is already discovered in the present. The future love and joy is worth the wait, worth the 

labor and worth the sacrifice.  

Pedro Arrupe, SJ, was the Superior General of the Jesuits from 1965-1983. He was one of the greatest 

spiritual leaders of the twentieth century and once said this, “Fall in love with God in an absolute way. What 

you are in love with, what seizes your imagination, will affect everything. It will decide what will get you out of 

bed in the morning, what you do with your evenings, how you will spend your weekends, what you read, who 

you know, what breaks your heart, and what amazes you with joy and gratitude. Fall in love, stay in love, and 

it will decide everything.” 

 

 


