
3rd Sunday Ordinary Time 

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

The underlined paragraph was part of the homily for the Saturday Vigil Mass. This became a strong distraction 

for some. A few were very vocal regarding the MAGA hats. They not only saw no problem with the students 

wearing them, they expressed views that the hats were unquestionably appropriate to be worn. The paragraph 

was removed for the Sunday morning Masses, and the comments were only positive.  

The point of the homily was “redemption” and the hope was for Catholics to discuss redemption. “Why is 

redemption important and how do we integrate the redeeming mission of Christ into our own lives?” The 

examples of the Covington Catholic high school students and my own story from my teen years, were to help us 

embrace the redeeming mission. Instead, for some the discussion became focused on the MAGA hats.  

The distraction is ironically representative of the deep divisions in our country and a defensive hostility that 

undermines the mission of redemption. What constitutes our primary identity? If our Catholicism constitutes 

the primary identity, then the MAGA hat should become a less important issue. Perhaps one of disagreement, 

but not one generating hostility. But if our political identity (partisan and/or ideological) is primary, or 

somehow bonded to faith identity, then MAGA hats or any other side issue become bonded to the central 

principles of our being. This generates much hostility on all sides of the political spectrum.   

This situation also points to the reality of the preacher’s need to trust God is working amidst it all. What God 

did with the homily among the parishioners is known only to God and to those moved in whatever manner by 

Scripture and its application in our lives. 

In the Gospel, Jesus returns to Nazareth following his baptism in the River Jordan and his triumph over 

satanic temptations in the desert. He stands to read in the synagogue and seeks the Scripture best describing 

the Spirit powered mission in his life. Jesus unrolled the scroll of Isaiah 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.”   

Focusing particularly on the phrases “proclaim liberty to captives” and “to let the oppressed go free,” 

Jesus places a strong focus on the divine mission of “redemption.” “Redemption,” in its biblical sense, refers to 

God liberating Hebrew slaves in Egypt, declaring, “I take responsibility for these people, for all they have done 

and for all they are doing. I liberate them from their slavery to Egypt and rescue them in their journey to 

freedom. To liberate them from slavery to sin, I make them my Chosen People. In this relationship, they will be 

accountable to me and me alone. I love them and they are mine!” 

The liberation, rescue and special relationship are all freely given by God. The Hebrew slaves did not 

earn these gifts, nor did they even know how to pray for them. God “taking responsibility, rescuing, and 

holding accountable” are what redemption is all about. God redeemed Israel from slavery in Egypt and 

centuries later, redeemed Israel again from exile in Babylon.  

 In the synagogue, connecting the passages from Isaiah, Jesus reveals his divine mission of redemption. 

He is saying to the worshippers there in Nazareth and to everyone ever reading this passage from St. Luke’s 

Gospel, “The God liberating Israel from Egypt is now standing before you in this synagogue. I take 

responsibility for all of you; for everyone’s sins and everyone’s salvation. You will all be released from all 

slavery and any oppression holding you bound. I will rescue you and set you free.”  



Thus, the meaning of his words, “Today this Scripture passage is fulfilled in your hearing.” On the cross, 

Jesus took responsibility for everything we have ever done and are doing now. In the Resurrection, the Lord 

makes us his people and holds us accountable to him. “I love you and you are mine!” 

Applying redemption to a current issue, we look at the high school students from Covington Catholic 

High School in Kentucky this past week for the annual pro-life rally in Washington, D.C. A huge uproar arose 

concerning their dealing with a small racist group of black supremacists taunting them. Their taunts were 

repulsive and I was disturbed those high school students had to contend with such expressions of hatred. Then 

came the appearance of three Native Americans trying to form a barrier between them. To be sure, I have 

watched the videos and read commentators from all sides and still have to admit, I don’t know what really 

happened at that scene at that time.  

But I am horrified by the vilification, venom and “rush to judgment” by so many believing they do know 

what happened there. And now there are the usual “death threats” and threats of violence that are so 

commonplace in our nation. The Covington Catholic High School and students have been threatened. Also last 

week, Michael Cohen, former attorney for President Trump has received death threats. A short time ago our 

own Senator Susan Collins was threatened after her vote for Supreme Court Justice Brett Kavanaugh. 

A major focus has been on the “face to face” encounter between Native American and Marine Corp 

Veteran Nathan Phillips and Covington Catholic High School student Nicholas Sandmann. Many commented 

that young Sandmann’s face seems to be one of sneering at the Native American. Maybe it was. Maybe it was 

a face of a young man in prayer. Maybe it was the face of a young man overwhelmed and frightened at what is 

happening. Maybe it is all three and maybe none of the above. How can a judgment be made from such a 

distance? 

I offer one personal opinion; those high school students should not have been wearing “Make America 

Great Again” hats. They were representing a Catholic high school at a major pro-life rally. Their hats could 

have been their high school or pro-life or something entirely non-provocative. The MAGA hats, representing a 

partisan political campaign slogan, are in none of those three categories. That is an issue relating to 

chaperones and only secondarily to the high school students. 

In addition to young Sandmann, other students both on tape and off camera were also involved with 

certain chants and other actions recorded and not recorded. Determining these students and their culpability 

are also quite difficult, but at least some behavior appeared quite disturbing. 

 Assuming that some of the students exhibited disrespectful behavior, there is one essential question 

surrounding this entire episode and countless other incidents in our nation today. Whatever happened to 

“redemption”? When was the decision made to dismiss redemption as the option of choice for sinful and 

destructive behavior? Have we become so detached from our spiritual roots that we are left only with 

revenge, venom, shaming, and condemnation as options, especially when young people are involved? 

How do we redeem these young people and all our young people, and all our fellow Americans from 

the sins of racism, disrespect, self-righteousness, hardened heart, exclusion, and other violent forms of 

division? Would expulsion from the Catholic high school allow redemption to happen? I am not an “expulsion” 

kind of guy regarding this incident. Is not the Church at her best in the moment of healing sinful wounds, even 

when they initiate from within the Church herself? The Risen Christ continues this redemptive work in the 

daily life of the Church’s mission. 



Here is one way “redemption” can be experienced, assuming we are of some authoritative position at 

Covington Catholic High School. “First, we take complete responsibility for these young people. They are our 

young people and we love them. We take responsibility for them as the Lord took responsibility for all of us in 

on the cross. We take responsibility for all they have done. But, we will never throw them under a bus and we 

will never allow anyone else to throw them under a bus either. 

“Second, we hold every student and every chaperone accountable for their actions. No one gets a pass, 

and there will be no exemptions based on family wealth and prestige or any similar criteria. No one found 

innocent will be called ‘guilty’ and no one guilty will be called ‘innocent’. We will hold adult chaperones to a 

higher standard of behavior. They will be held responsible for a greater level of maturity and greater 

understanding of moral discernment. 

“Third, those discovered to be guilty will be offered opportunities to express their sorrow and do 

penance. Penance will not simply be monotonous prayers or works of shaming or punishment. Rather, with 

the Church as ‘mother and teacher’ and utilizing the best of our teachings; penance will be one of 

transformation, conversion, healing and renewal. Those completely uninterested in this process are free to 

part company from our high school.”  

This is not offered as any perfect proposal or one that can be applied universally. The above is simply a 

thoughtful reflection on the great power of redemption; offered at a time of very thoughtless, hostile and 

condemning comments toward high school students. 

I conclude with another story from my own life at a time when in college, still in my teens but legally an 

adult. One day at home, I spoke some racist opinions, offensive wording and all. My dad looked up at me and 

simply said in words like this, “Mick, I am surprised to hear those words from you and have never heard them 

before. They certainly did not come from your mother or me, so not sure what is going on in your life that 

would make you speak them today. I can only ask that you never use those words again in this house or with 

me. I can only hope no one else ever hears words like that from you again.” 

Firm; yes, indeed. Gentle; for certain. Respectful; always! Dad took responsibility and held me 

accountable. The rest was up to me. In the 45 years since that incident, no one has heard me use words like 

that or in that manner. That’s redemption!  


