
Twenty-third Sunday in Ordinary Time: Cycle C 

The Letter of St. Paul to Philemon 

The Gospel of St. Luke 14:25-33 

In Jesus’ time as in our own, exaggerated speech helped drive home a point. For example, “I was so 

embarrassed, I wanted to die!” The point is not wanting to die, but emphasizing how strong the 

embarrassment. Jesus wants to drive home the point that our relationship with God must always come first 

and be the first priority. The mystery of our faith is that when we love God first and foremost, we have more 

love for all our other relationships and commitments.  

This is especially true when families do not support the call a son of daughter has from God. Families of 

many of the saints were not especially thrilled when their sons or daughters chose a religious vocation over 

their family’s expectations for them. This was especially true of saints born in European nobility. Some of 

these saints include St. Thomas Aquinas, St. Ignatius of Loyola, St. Francis of Assisi, St. Clare of Assisi and St. 

Teresa of Avila. Imagine how impoverished our heritage would be if any one of these saints, let alone all of 

them, caved to their family’s pressure? 

Twenty years ago, the movie Sleepers was released. It was a very dark and often difficult movie to 

watch. The plot focuses on four adult men seeking revenge for horrible and abusive treatment they received 

at the hands of security guards while sentenced to a New York State juvenile correction facility.  

Many scenes go back to their days growing up in the poverty stricken neighborhood of Manhattan 

called Hell’s Kitchen. They were not bad kids growing up and one reason for that was the guidance they 

received from their caring and streetwise parish priest played by Robert DeNiro. But the crime they 

committed, beginning as a prank, resulted in severe injuries to an innocent bystander and the complete 

destruction of a vendor’s food cart.  

As they come to court for sentencing, they watch the street vendor, a man of Greek origin enter the 

court. The movie’s narrator, one of the now adults, speaks of how they finally saw who he really was. “We 

never saw him as a real man in the neighborhood. We never cared enough about him to give him respect. We 

never knew of this wife and children back in Greece he was working hard to bring to America. We never paid 

attention to the long hours he worked. We only saw a free lunch.” 

St. Paul’s Letter to Philemon deals with a similar issue of ignoring the full humanity of another person. 

This is the shortest of all St. Paul’s letters, and one of the shortest books in the entire Bible. But brevity in 

length does not equate shallow of importance. Philemon is a Christian St. Paul baptized in one of the churches 

he founded. He is also one of the church leaders. Philemon has a slave named Onesimus, and Onesimus left 

Philemon without permission in order to attend to St. Paul’s needs while in prison. Onesimus was also 

baptized by Paul either at the local church or when he came to care for Paul in prison. 

Now St. Paul writes Philemon pleading for Onesimus’ continued service and the forgoing of any 

punishment due him for running away. He is not asking for Onesimus to become his own slave, but rather as 

someone capable of evangelizing and sharing the love of Christ with others. He hopes Philemon will release 

Onesimus so he can join St. Paul as an equal in the mission of proclaiming the gospel. 

He bases his request challenging Philemon to change the way he looks at Onesimus. If Philemon saw 

him only as a useless slave, St. Paul reminds him of both their baptisms and so tells him to begin seeing him as 

his brother in Christ. 



“You can have him back forever but you can’t have him as a slave any longer. Rather, you now have 

him as an equal among the baptized and a relationship of love that is eternal.” To use the image from the 

movie Sleepers, Philemon had not seen Onesimus as someone worthy of human respect. He only saw in his 

slave, “a free lunch.” 

Are there people in our life we often ignore their full humanity? They might be people we see but 

dismiss, people we take advantage of, people we can take for granted. Seeing them again in a completely new 

way enables us to see their complete humanity. This new way is seeing others and the whole world through 

the eyes of the glorified humanity of the Risen Christ. How is this possible? We are baptized into his Risen 

Body, therefore already sharing the glorified nature of his humanity. This makes the Lord’s life and our own a 

full communion. But it needs our constant attention. 

We should probably begin with our own self. How do we see our self? Are we convinced we are worthy 

of being loved and loveable? Do we put faith in the Lord’s passionate and undying love for who I am?  

Seeing the world around us through the lens of Christ will reveal the great wounds of sin, division, and 

injustice flowing from forces of dehumanization. One of the many crimes of pornography is to dehumanize 

those participating in the scenes, movies, and photos. But those viewing and watching also lose their own 

sense of humanity over time as well. People’s sense of dignity erodes as they are seen in only shallow and 

empty encounters.  

This affects the issue of abortion. If we can deny the humanity of the unborn children, we can justify 

anything. 

On this Labor Day Weekend, we know workers are exploited in many countries of the developing world 

where tens of thousands of often women and children work in squalor for next to nothing while those same 

goods are sold here creating exorbitant profits for the few. Human trafficking, so prevalent in these countries, 

is also a grave reality in our own nation. One difference is our legal and criminal systems are dedicated to 

discovering these systems, restore the oppressed to sanity and bring their exploiters to justice.  

 The crime committed in the movie Sleepers resulted in consequences the adolescent boys could not 

have imagined. If they had seen the food vendor’s humanity prior to their decisions, all would be well. We too 

are called to see all life and all our life decisions through the eyes of the Lord Jesus Christ. Opening our eyes to 

the humanity of everyone in our circle of life will keep us from consequences we could not imagine.  

 


