
31st Sunday in Ordinary Time 

Gospel of St. Matthew 23:1-12 

 After Cardinal Bergoglio was elected to the Chair of St. Peter and took the name Pope Francis, many 

were amazed with his simplicity when he was introduced to the waiting crowds in St. Peter’s Square. He came 

forward in simple attire, dressed only in the white papal clothing. Why was he not wearing all the other regal 

vestments and apparel? 

 There was a story that circulated regarding that. Whether the story is true or not, it indicates a new 

moment in Roman Catholic Church life. The story goes that before Pope Francis was introduced to the crowds, 

the papal Master of Ceremonies appeared with all the usual regal attire. Francis simply waved it off saying, “I 

won’t be using that.” The Master of Ceremonies responded, “But your Holiness it’s important!” to which Pope 

Francis retorted, “Then you wear it. As far as I am concerned, the carnival is over.” 

 Throughout many centuries of European history, the popes competed with kings, queens and other 

monarchs for influence and attention. Therefore, the regal trappings of papal rituals and ceremonies were 

important to show Europe the pope was an important figure to be contented with. But now, these same 

trappings of pageantry are no longer important and may indeed be a hindrance to a church seeking simplicity 

and humility.  

 Within a few weeks of his election, the Holy Father issued another regulation along that line. For well 

over a century, many bishops recommended priests from their dioceses as “monsignors” to the Holy Father. 

Following the Second Vatican Council, many priests and bishops felt the honorary title had outlived its 

usefulness and was more a sign of unwelcomed clericalism. For others, the honorary title was an important 

sign of a “job well done” or a reward for various accomplishments.  

 Pope Francis, like Solomon the wise, reached a compromise. He continued the practice of appointing 

priests as “monsignor,” but raised the eligible age to 65. This new eligible age took considerable wind out of 

many a sail! 

 This weekend’s Scriptures condemn the use of one’s position of religious authority (or any position of 

authority for that matter) as a means of self-service, self-promotion, or for the opportunities to dominate and 

exploit others for one’s own self-interest.  

 The prophet Malachi rails against the King of Israel for breaking faith with God and subjecting all Israel 

to chaos and ruin. God raised many a prophet to speak truth to Israel and Judah’s kings. Most of them were 

moral failures, incompetent, and lacking any common sense or wisdom. The whole nation suffered when such 

a leader was in charge. 

 Jesus is particularly adamant about honorary titles or abuse of power among those choosing to be his 

disciples. He holds humility and self-sacrifice for serving others as the antidote to abuse of power and self-

service. Over twenty plus centuries of Church history, we have seen the Lord’s admonition lived magnificently 

in the lives of the martyrs and saints. We have also seen it completely disregarded by those exploiting their 

clerical offices for their own good and imposition of harm upon their adversaries and enemies. 

 Both Pope Benedict XVI and Pope Francis have chastised those clerical “careerists” who seek corporate 

promotion and the perks of prestige and honor in priestly ordination. This and other like attitudes have always 

been with us, and will always be with us until the Lord returns. The whole Catholic Church has suffered from 

the sins of clericalism and domination. First and foremost, the sexual abuse scandal shook the institutional 



Church to its foundation, but other scandals have inflicted dismay and disgust to many within and outside of 

Catholic identity.  

 Many have left the Church because the Church failed to live up to the high standards of moral life and 

vision they proclaimed at Mass. Often, these departures are understandable and defending the Church’s 

actions can be difficult at best and often simply impossible. 

 But this is not a homily encouraging more to leave, or to making leaving the church the only option for 

those disappointed in many aspects of Catholic Church life. On the contrary, there is another option, one 

rarely offered when someone considers leaving the Catholic Church. That other option is to “love the Church.” 

Yes, that is what I said, “love the Church.” Every time I offer a homily on this option, many in the congregation 

look at me as though I have square eyeballs. But I stand by this and insist upon it.  

 Why love the Church? Deep in the heart of the Church is the heart of the Risen Christ. The Lord Jesus’ 

love for the church sustains her, strengthens her, purifies her, and prepares her for the heavenly wedding 

banquet of eternal life. You and I, gathered in the heart of the Church, encounter that heart of Christ and the 

power of the Lord’s love in our lives. 

 When we love the Church, we love God, we love our neighbor, and we love our self, because that is 

part and parcel of who makes the Church. And that, remembering last Sunday’s Gospel, constitutes the 

requirements of our salvation. 

 Loving the Church encompasses a universal, missionary Church; expressing a deep concern for the 

Church in other countries, the Church struggling for life in the third world, the Church alive in the poorest 

people on the face of the planet. 

Loving the whole Church means loving the sinners along with the saints. Loving the whole Church 

means loving the institution along with the people. Loving the whole Church means loving a Church with a 

history of the proudest glories as well as shameful secrets. 

It means loving the warts as well as the beauty. It means loving the Church past and present. It means 

loving the Church even when the Church does what we cannot like and even rightfully find despicable and 

appalling. In other words, this is a love that is a free gift and unconditional. That is the love of the Lord Jesus 

Christ, pouring over the Church. That is the love we are called to grow in. 

Loving the Church will totally change the way we understand Eucharist. We will come to the realization 

that we cannot love the Eucharist that lies on the altar, if we do not love the Eucharist that sits in the seats 

around us at Mass. Both are the Body of Christ. One of those ways of loving Christ is a lot easier than the other 

way of loving Christ. But guess which one God is more interested in. 

Why is it important to love the Church? If the Church is loveable, there is hope for every one of us. If 

the Church is forgivable, there is hope for every one of us. If the Church is capable of change, there is hope for 

every one of us. Our love for the Church releases the power of transformation throughout the Church. When 

we love the Church, we change and the Church changes as well.  

If the Church is challenged to change, then I must also face those same challenges to change my own 

heart and soul. If my problems will cease when everyone else changes, but not me, I am avoiding the 

courageous inventory of my own soul. If we are constantly waiting for everyone else to change, but I intend to 

remain constant, we have missed the entire point of the gospel’s proclamation and witness.  



This does not mean that we then minimize, deny, justify, rationalize, or pretend. Everyone is still held 

accountable, and justice still holds those who sin responsible to God and to the Church. What it does mean is 

that love is all inclusive, unconditional, and offered as gift.  

The attitude that I can pray to God alone in my room, is all so very true, and all so very much an 

escape. Limiting our prayer to “me and Jesus” leaves out the essential challenge to love our neighbor as our 

self. It’s as though we are saying, “Why be bothered with the likes of you, when I can be all by myself?”  

Here is an example from American Catholic history. Dorothy Day, co- founder of The Catholic Worker 

movement saw her movement highly acclaimed and roundly condemned in a short period of time. Throughout 

the 1930’s during the depression, The Catholic Worker had national acclaim for its care for the homeless, 

hungry, and unemployed. Donations poured in from across the United States for their soup kitchens, houses 

of hospitality, and spiritual works of mercy.  

But in the 1940’s following the attacks at Pearl Harbor and America’s active participation in World War 

II, Catholic Worker co-founders Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin remained firm in their pacifism. Reading The 

New Testament, they saw no other option then pacifism. And the Lord’s command to “love one’s enemies”, in 

their hearts, meant a complete prohibition of war under all circumstances. Many Catholics that previously 

held them in high esteem, now heaped scorn upon them, especially as hundreds of thousands of their sons 

went off to war. Donations dried up. But their corporal and spiritual works of mercy continued regardless.  

She constantly saw the Church falling short of the call to present the face of God in the world. But she 

never considered leaving the Church, regardless of how disappointed she was or how disappointing others 

saw her to be. She was attacked by bishops, priests and lay people, Catholics and non-Catholics, by supporters 

of the Catholic Worker and even from those within the Catholic Worker network. But she never gave up, and 

more importantly, she never considered leaving the Church or taking her works of mercy elsewhere. Her love 

for the Lord Jesus Christ and her love for the Church were far too strong and ran far too deep.  

We talk of many crises in the church today: vocation crisis, crisis of faith, crisis of lost generations, crisis 

of conservative and liberal, and so on. The many crisis of the Church will not be resolved by enforcing the 

moral code, offering more devotions and prayers, by proofs of apologetics or theological explanations. It will 

be resolved only when God’s people consciously decide to love the Church, at first with small steps and then 

growing in love bit by bit.  

Or, in the words of the late Fr. Andrew Greeley, “If you can find the perfect church, please go ahead 

and join it. But remember, as soon as you have joined it, that church is no longer perfect.” 

 


