
22nd Sunday in Ordinary Time: Cycle C 
Gospel of St. Luke 14: 1, 7-14 

Ancient documents uncovered in the 1940’s in what is now Israel revealed the existence of a Jewish 
community during Jesus’ time. Known as the “Essenes,” they separated themselves from the rest of society by 
living in the desert. Living a “purist” version of their Jewish religion, they sought perfection through separation 
and rigorous application of Judaic religious law.  

Their sacred meals symbolized the Messianic banquet at the end of time, so their morality codes explicitly 
excluded the “crippled, blind and poor” from these meals as unworthy of belonging in God’s chosen people. 
“Ritual purity” and “spiritual perfection” demanded their exclusion. 

So, when Jesus tells his hosts and fellow guests at the banquet to “invite the poor, the crippled, the lame and 
the blind,” he is not giving mere table etiquette. Rather, he is aware of these religious purists of his time, and 
he finds their understanding of “perfection” to be lacking. Note that Jesus is not merely telling the host to 
“allow” these people. Rather, he tells the host to “invite” them, to be proactive in assuring their presence at 
his banquet feasts. 

This is not a passage cherry picked from the rest of the gospels. Rather, care of the poor and sick is a most 
central aspect of all the Church’s mission. The New Testament is saturated with commands to care for the sick, 
poor, and stranger. Many of these passages also link the centrality of this mission to the very salvation of 
those calling themselves disciples of Jesus, members of the church. This passage ends with the Lord saying, 
“You will be rewarded at the resurrection of the righteous.” 

How has this divine command been lived out in Church history? How has this been a source of evangelization? 
I wish to briefly discuss two books that have significantly changed the way I have approached these issues. The 
first, Through the Eye of the Needle: Wealth, The Fall of Rome and the Making of Christianity in the West 350-
550 AD, was written by Peter Brown, a well-known and respected historian of ancient European history. 
Although Professor Brown makes dozens of significant points regarding the church’s use of almsgiving in these 
centuries, the homily will briefly focus on only three.  

The first regards almsgiving as a source of solidarity and healing during times of persecution. Many Christian 
families remaining faithful often suffered the loss of parents or spouses that were also breadwinners for the 
family. They may have been martyred, imprisoned, or beaten badly and still recovering from wounds. 
Collections among the faithful supported those families now without heads of households. This sustained the 
church and built stronger bonds of love among the Christians. These collections were conducted not only at 
the local church, but surrounding churches and distant churches also took collections to support these 
families. These collections strengthened bonds of love among the churches and were a sign to pagans of the 
communion of life shared among all churches. 

Secondly, during war or natural disaster, many in pagan societies also supported their own tribes’ people or 
villagers now homeless or wandering as refugees. After all, compassion is a human trait, etched into the 
hearts of all people. Christianity differed by offering support to all refugees flooding into larger cities and 
towns. Certainly, Christian refugees were supported. But Christians took care of all refugees, regardless of 
their geographic origin, ethnicity, or religious background. This separated Christianity from all other pagan 
religions. 

Finally, Christianity taught almsgiving created a bridge between earth to heaven. This truth of Christian life 
allowed everyone in the church, regardless of their income level to offer alms at the level they could afford. 



No matter the size of the gift, giving at their own ability contributed to this bridge connecting heaven and 
earth. Pagan religions had no such understanding, and as such had no ability to compete with Christianity. 
“Christians of all classes and levels of culture took these sayings of Jesus seriously They seem to imply a joining 
of heaven and earth that a non-Christian would have perceived as utterly” absurd.  (Brown, p.84) 

These three aspects of ancient Christian almsgiving and many other examples present Christian churches as 
bright and shining lights amid a dark and cold pagan world. The light drew pagans to baptism, often in large 
numbers. 

The second book, The Lord as Their Portion, is by Elizabeth Rapley. It gives an historical account of the 
development of Catholic religious orders (both men and women) in the West. This book taught me the faithful 
presence of the Holy Spirit in the Church’s life. Often in Church history, when dark forces pressed upon church 
life, new religious orders arose to address the challenges and move the church forward. 

This is especially true when church life was corrupted by riches, or decadence and lost touch with the poor. 
When the Church disregarded the Lord’s command to care for the poor, often spiritual life began to dry up, 
and church life withered on the vine. The Holy Spirit raised up many religious orders to again live and work 
among the poor. With the corporal and spiritual works of mercy (feeding the poor, sheltering the homeless, 
caring for the sick, visiting the imprisoned, catechizing the uninformed, etc.) they reshaped the church from 
the ground up. Church life experienced renewal and revitalization. 

Be clear that nothing distracts from the salvific event of the Lord’s paschal mystery, the only source of 
salvation. Caring for the poor and marginalized flows from that salvific truth. First, as a Jewish man, Jesus 
would have been completely aware of the centrality of caring for the “widow, orphan and foreigner”. This was 
at the core of the Covenant God made with Israel through Moses. Secondly, as the Lord poured out his life as a 
sacrifice of thanksgiving and love for our salvation; we too pour out our love through our resources for those 
who are poor. This we do in imitation of Christ, and through the life of Christ. 

In our modern times, Pope St. John Paul II offered new thinking to this Tradition by developing the concept of 
“Preferential Option for the Poor. “Preferential Option for the Poor” doesn’t mean only the poor are 
welcomed. That would violate the foundational tenet of the gospel. All are welcomed, and all are invited to sit 
at the table and share in the meal of salvation.  

The Catholic Church has never condemned wealth or wealthy people because Jesus never condemned wealth 
or wealthy people. Rather, how we treat our possessions and who benefits from our possessions constitutes a 
central part of our salvation. “Preferential Option for the Poor” means seeing the world through the eyes of 
the poor. That requires inviting them to the table and listening to their experience of life. Why are so many 
people poor in our world today? Why are workers with two or three jobs still unable to provide basic needs to 
their families? What happens to a family without health insurance when the breadwinner is badly injured? 
What happens to a refugee family when they are allowed into a nation?  
 

Pope Francis has further developed the “Preferential Option for the Poor,” especially in his encyclical Laudato 

Si on the looming ecological crisis. Reminding us that ecological destruction affects the poorest first and 

foremost, he states, “Many professionals, opinion makers, communications media and centers of power, 

being located in affluent urban areas, are far removed from the poor, with little direct contact with their 

problems. They live and reason from the comfortable position of a high level of development and a quality of 

life well beyond the reach of the majority of the world’s population. This lack of physical contact and 



encounter, encouraged at times by the disintegration of our cities, can lead to a numbing of conscience and to 

tendentious analyses which neglect parts of reality.”  

Some in Catholicism chide the Pope for this moral priority. They see concern for impending ecological disaster 

as some trendy, modern distraction taking the church away from really important issues. The destruction of 

the environment is the most important issue of our generation. If the environment continues to be destroyed, 

and we pass the point of no return, we are responsible to our young people for the world we left for them. We 

will share responsibility for the greatest moral failure ever. 

Our faith requires providing for the poor out of our own resources and advocating for justice for all people. 

This is a central moral call for all the baptized. We need not be concerned if no one ever thanks us for our 

efforts. Jesus promises we “will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.” 


