
Third Sunday in Ordinary Time 

 Gospel: St. Luke 1:1-4; 4:14-21 

If today, January 24, were not a Sunday, as church we would acknowledge the Feast day of 

St. Frances de Sales. St. Frances lived in France and Switzerland in late 16th century to early 17th 

century. He was born shortly after The Council of Trent finished its great work responding to the 

Protestant Reformation and restoring confidence in Catholic sacramental life.  

Following the Council of Trent, many Catholic leaders committed themselves to restoring 

Catholicism to its prior strength and vitality. There were many suggested roads to this restoration. 

For some, a rigorist spirituality of self-mortification combined with polemics denouncing Protestant 

teachings would restore the church.  

St. Francis de Sales chose a different path. He believed that combining a spirituality of 

interior transformation with a daily life of intentional love would restore the church. The rigorists 

criticized St. Frances for promoting a road to sainthood that was far too easy. But St. Frances 

believed differently. Maintaining such intentional love and gentle peace in the face of constant 

scorn, ridicule and even violence is a great challenge. This interior peace persevering such abuse 

and radiating outwardly would be the attraction opening hearts to God. 

He was assigned as pastor and later bishop to one of the strongest Protestant areas of 

Switzerland, known for violent destruction of Catholic churches and expulsion of all Catholic 

priests. Working diligently and always under threat of death, St. Frances de Sales eventually led 

over 2200 families back to the Catholic faith. 

He also believed that all baptized were capable of holiness by the way they lived their 

Catholic faith in the world. One did not need to live a monastic life or adopt rigorous spiritual 

practices to become holy. This call of universal holiness would not be affirmed officially until the 

Second Vatican Council. The Second Vatican Council taught us that baptism is the foundational 

sacrament of the Church’s mission and ministry in the world. All baptized were called and capable 

of living Christian holiness in their daily lives. This vindicated St. Frances de Sales’ teachings 300 

years prior to Vatican II.  

How do we live holiness in daily life? Baptism is a school of mercy. This gospel passage from 

St. Luke follows after Jesus’ baptism by St. John Baptist in the River Jordan. Immediately following 

his baptism, the Spirit leads Jesus into the desert confronting Satan’s temptations. Now standing 

faithfully against demonic lies, Jesus returns to Galilee in the power of the Spirit.  

He stands to read in the synagogue and finds the Scripture best describing the Spirit’s 

presence moving him to mission. Jesus could have opened to any chapter of The Prophet Isaiah, 

but unrolled the scroll until he found these passages “glad tidings to the poor, liberty to captives, 

recovery of sight, let the oppressed go free and proclaim a year acceptable to the Lord.”  These 

passages best describe the Spirit’s power within him and the mission he now commences eventually 

bringing him to Jerusalem and ultimately Calvary. This inaugural address is but an overture of 

what will be found throughout St. Luke’s Gospel.  

What does it mean for us to be baptized? What does it mean to be immersed in Jesus’ 

identity as Beloved of God? What does it mean to be immersed in Jesus’ mission as Beloved Son of 

God? It means to share that mission on a journey also empowered by the same Spirit. The journey 

will take us to the impoverished, imprisoned, and disabled. The mission will set free and empower 

humanity to reach its fulfillment and potential in the paschal mystery of the Savior.  

Jesus came in the power of the Spirit and the Spirit of the Lord was upon him: to break down 

barriers, heal wounds, unite in love, restore in mercy, and strengthen in peace. Those broken, 



impoverished, wounded, oppressed and dominated become the special priority of his mission and 

thus our mission also as baptized. 

 Our current political climate rewards candidates with the most simple and often crass 

solutions to complex situations. Fear mongering, blaming and scapegoating seem to be winning the 

day. Many react in fear of “What I will lose?” or “What will be taken from me?”  

Surprisingly, those most broken and vulnerable with the least power are the ones most 

blamed for society’s great malaise and disorders. The gospel calls us to be aware of everyone’s needs 

and to be advocates for those left to the sidelines of life. The Jubilee Year of Mercy calls for a united 

response from all baptized to the corporal and spiritual works of mercy.  

These works of mercy can seem so insignificant and even a wasteful use of our time in the 

face of so much hostility, anger, and violence in our world. Yet Pope Francis, like St. Frances de 

Sales, believes differently. The baptized living out works of mercy in daily life can slowly but surely 

transform our neighborhoods, culture and wider society. Revealing the better angels of our nature 

(to quote Abraham Lincoln) offers different paths to hostility and blaming and presents new 

opportunities for communities of shared dignity and mutual care.  

The Lord’s mission reverses the world’s priorities and turns upside down the world’s values 

and desires of as well. This past week we noted the birthday of Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. Day, 

Anniversary of Roe V. Wade Supreme Court decision legalizing abortion and the week of prayer for 

Christian Unity. There are enough opportunities in those anniversaries for a full agenda of works of 

mercy.  

The journey of our baptism needs to take us to the hunger for justice, the desire for unity 

and the choosing of life. The corporal and spiritual works of mercy give us the paths of this journey. 

Those left out in the cold of a heartless world touched by the merciful works of God’s People can 

begin responding to these true hungers and desires leading all of us to God. 

 

  


