
23rd Sunday in Ordinary Time: Cycle C 

Gospel of St. Luke 14:25-33 

St. Paul’s Letter to Philemon 

When Jesus used the words “hate one’s family,” he was using hyperbole in order to drive home an essential 

component of discipleship. St. Luke tells us “large crowds” were following him. But were they following him 

out of mere curiosity or standing in line to get something from Jesus? When he turned to address them with 

this saying, my guess is the crowd thinned out substantially after he was through. That in fact is the point. 

To “hate one’s family” is to see family in a totally different light. Here are three ways where discipleship 

requires a different look at family life. 

• First, it must be clear that Jesus is not requiring disciples to love him rather than loving our families. 

That would be a denial of basic truths of our faith. Catholicism is not an “either/or” set of truths but 

rather a “both/and” set of truths. We do not love Jesus or our family. Rather, we love Jesus and our 

family but in the proper order. We always love God first, then we love our other familial commitments. 

In fact, when we love God first, we will always have more love for our families, and never less. The 

danger comes in loving someone or something more than we love God. Our love then dries up and we 

may have fallen into a form of idolatry. So, “hating” one’s family is to place all other commitments 

after our commitment to the Lord Jesus. We will then have more love for everyone else, and never 

less. The more we grow in love with Christ, the more we lavish others with love as well.  

 

• Secondly, “hating” one’s family at times means breaking away from family expectations and 

responsibilities in order to offer complete service to the Church. 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, and St. Teresa of Avila. 

How many families today encourage sons or daughters to at least consider a religious vocation or 

vocation to ordained priesthood or diaconate? In any event, sons and daughters need to listen to God’s 

voice speaking to their hearts and pointing out the paths of life for them to walk. If it is religious 

vocation, marriage and family, a particular career or professional service, families need to let their 

children listen and follow God’s call.  

 

• Thirdly, family life is called beyond the narrow confines of blood and marriage to the opening of a new 

family created in the waters of baptism. “Hating one’s family” did not mean to discard family as a 

foundation, but to open its value and presence throughout society; to care for others and include 

others as family who were formerly considered strangers. Our baptism calls us to a life of care and 

compassion beyond our natural family, ultimately to the whole human family. 

St. Paul’s Letter to Philemon is the shortest of all the New Testament literature, but brevity in words do not 

equate brevity of importance. Philemon is a member of a Church that St. Paul has evangelized and more than 

likely baptized. Philemon has a slave named Onesimus. When Onesimus learns St. Paul is now in prison, he 

runs away from Philemon to assist St. Paul. Onesimus places himself in grave danger of severe punishment for 



running away. More than likely St. Paul has baptized Onesimus and now sends him back to Philemon along 

with this letter. 

St. Paul writes a strikingly manipulative letter boxing Philemon into a corner; leaving him no alternative 

choices. I often refer to this letter as the “birth of Catholic guilt”! In the passage from the lectionary, St. Paul 

tells Philemon by his own authority could keep Onesimus with him nearby the prison. But he is sending him 

back so as not rob Philemon the opportunity to perform a good work of mercy. 

In another verse not in the lectionary, St. Paul assures Philemon that any financial costs associated with 

Onesimus’ departure can be added to his own tab. Then St. Paul reminds Philemon, “you owe me your life”! 

You can almost hear the words, “After all I’ve done for you, surely you want to do this one small favor for me.” 

This is a very short letter, and if you read it aloud with an Irish brogue, the guilt becomes abundantly clear!! 

“You’re used to seeing Onesimus only as a slave, but now you are to see him as your brother in Christ.” 

Applying the words of the Gospel, St. Paul calls on Philemon to “hate” the way he had seen Onesimus, to 

“renounce” the way he had seen him, and to see Onesimus through the eyes of baptism, as a brother in Christ. 

Philemon is a man of faith and someone St. Paul respected. But his faith journey was far from over. He sure 

discovered that when his runaway slave returned delivering St. Paul’s letter. He now was called to look again, 

but now through the eyes of Christ. What are we called to look at and see anew through the Lord Jesus Christ? 

We must take that same attitude applied to other areas of life and apply them dramatically to our relationship 

with Jesus as disciple. We “renounce” and “hate” in order to be completely available to the Lord; everything 

we are and own is within that primary relationship. God must be the first priority of our lives. All other loves 

will flow from that one love. 


