
Eighth Sunday in Ordinary Time: Cycle C 
Gospel of St. Luke  6: 39-45 

 
Many years ago, I was assigned to a parish that shared a combined Catholic school with other local 

parishes. This was long before the parish clustering we now have in our diocese. Just prior to my arrival, a new 
principal was hired for the school.  

 
There were considerable rumors and gossip concerning the new principal and some parishioners 

became especially vocal regarding her hire. Before school opened, a parishioner from this group came into my 
office unexpectedly with a serious complaint. “The new principal,” I was told, “is removing the Catholic 
identity from the school and removed all the crucifixes from the classrooms. Something needs to be done, and 
done soon.”  

 
I promised to look into the matter. After visiting the school, I called this person back and offered that 

indeed the principal had removed all the crucifixes. The parishioner asked, “What are you going to do about 
it?” I answered, “Nothing, she is having the walls painted.” Then I asked, “How many other people did you 
share this information you had before you learned the full story?” His answer is unimportant, because 
unfortunately, worn down by rumors and gossip, the new principal resigned midway through the school year.  

 
We can be so certain we know what is going on, and what is happening, until we aren’t so certain. We 

can think we know a lot about a given situation, but missing just one piece distorts our perception of what 
really happened. Just recently, we saw the video and photos of the “face to face” encounter between Native 
American and Marine Corp Veteran Nathan Phillips and Covington (Kentucky) Catholic High School student 
Nicholas Sandmann at this year’s annual pro-life rally in Washington DC.  

 
Many commented that young Sandmann’s face seems to be one of sneering at the Native American. 

One national columnist I read compared young Sandmann’s expression to that of a gestapo officer accosting a 
rabbi in 1930’s Berlin. 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 was the face of a young man trying to bring calm 
to a tense situation. Maybe it is all three and maybe none of the above.  

 
How can any judgment be made from such a distance and with so little to base it on? There was a 

terrible rush to judgment on a young man’s reputation from so many; made from so many hundreds of miles 
away based on a brief video and few photos. It was destructive and unconscionable. It is also far too typical 
and common.  

 
Half-truths, labeling, rush to judgment, innuendos, ridicule, digging up sometimes obscure incidents 

from the past, and, at times, plain lying, are weapons of choice in the heated battles of social thought and 
political commentary of our time. This, of course, is nothing new and is as old as the fall of humanity. But with 
social media and cable news, these become all the more effective and destructive of the bonds of trust that 
are needed to hold society together.  
 

Our media, filled as it is with “reality television” and so-called political “talking heads” shouting 
hostilities and profanities at one another, has considerable influence of our speech and behavior towards one 
another. The Gospel provides a pathway out of this ugliness. 

 
 Our Lord preaches to his disciples that “every tree is known by its own fruit. A good tree does not bear 
rotten fruit, nor does a rotten tree bear good fruit.” All of us have to deal with hearts that hopefully are mostly 



good, but still have corrupted areas needing our prayerful attention and God’s redemption. What influences 
the way we communicate and share ideas and opinions? 

 
 St. Augustine once said, referencing the power of the preacher, “When I want to speak to you, I look 
for a way to share with your heart what is already in mine. I search for a way to let this message reach you, so 
that the word already in my heart may find a place also in yours. I use my voice to speak to you. The sound of 
my voice brings the meaning of the word to you and then passes away. The word which the sound has brought 
to you, is in your heart, and yet it is still also in mine.” (Liturgy of the Hours, Third Sunday of Advent, Office of 
Readings) 
 

This, of course, is obvious. But do we consider how powerful this obvious truth is in our lives? St. 
Augustine reminds us that what we share in speech comes from what is found in our heart. And words we 
speak to someone else brings a message now living in two hearts. This topic is vast and all encompassing. So 
let’s focus on family life with a few examples.  
 

Most children we know grow up in healthy families with balanced self-understanding and identity. But, 
we know some children grow up being constantly told that they are good for nothing, while some other 
children grow up being constantly told that nothing is too good for them. If both groups grow up believing it, 
and there is no intervention, they are doomed to sadness and despair.  

 
All family members need to be praised and thanked from time to time and everyone also needs to be 

challenged at certain times. The words used and the hope expressed make all the difference in the world. 
Children need to be praised and encouraged, and also at times need to be spoken to with challenging words.  

 
Some spouses can find a period of time in their married life when their communication is 

predominantly negative and hurtful. They may not even remember how this cycle of offensive communicating 
began. Or with some other spouses, there is an inability to communicate at all. Here is a suggestion to break 
out of such patterns. Find something your spouse has done for which you are grateful. Shape your heart with 
words of gratitude and speak those words. Now words of gratitude live in both your hearts. Words of 
gratitude can transform the entire relationship. Bit by bit, with God’s grace, (and at times needed professional 
help) the old pattern can dissolve making room for “a new creation” in married life.  

 
 Finally, the disruption national politics cause in family life needs to be continually addressed. This 
involves the reality of families broken apart by differing political choices, especially in the last presidential 
election. As a nation, we have always been passionate about our political opinions and choices. And there are, 
at times, people in families we have difficulty getting along with. That has always been reality in family life.  

 
But this disruption is both different and a fairly recent phenomenon. There are harsh words spoken 

with hostility and retaliation. This disruption has affected family attendance at Thanksgiving, Christmas and 
other holiday dinners. Invitations to other celebrations (weddings, First Communions) are also affected.  

 
Since when does political choice take priority over family bonds, over friendships, over neighborliness, 

over other societal relationships? When did this happen and how did we get here? Have we become so 
detached from our spiritual moorings, that the political has replaced these essential relationships? More 
importantly, how do we bring healing to these wounds and restoration to peace in family life? No one needs 
to change their political choices for this to happen. Healing needs to happen in spite of that. 

 
  



Following St. Augustine’s imagery, deciding what words to say is not nearly as important as shaping our 
heart with right priorities. The spiritual must always be the priority of our lives. That includes a non-negotiable 
inventory of the heart. If hostility is dominant in our heart, our words will be predominantly hostile. If 
bitterness, criticism, and ridicule are dominant in our hearts; our words will be predominantly bitter, critical, 
and ridiculing. But if compassion, understanding, kindness, and hope are dominant; our words will be 
compassionate, understanding, kind and hopeful.   
 

In the Gospel, Our Lord tells his disciples, “From the fullness of the heart, the mouth speaks.” Joining 
that to the gospel passage imagery of “good and bad fruit”, we are a combination of all of the above. But what 
is dominant, and is the spiritual the primary? If the spiritual is primary, hostility, bitterness, and shaming will 
recede; and compassion, kindness, and hope will rise more and more to take their place. If the spiritual is the 
priority; sincere bonds of family, friendship and neighbor will never take second place to shared political 
ideology and political choices. 

 
Words matter. Words we speak to one another or words we avoid speaking matter. Words can have 

great power to build up or tear down someone else’s life. On Judgement Day, we will be judged for our use of 
speech and communication. Our use of speech (for good or bad) affects people’s reputations, the bonds of 
trust, and the foundations of a healthy society and community.  

 
Nothing in this homily denies there are those times when we need to challenge and confront someone 

else for their behavior or irresponsibility. There are those times in life when we need to be confronted or 
challenged. But if we are shaping our heart with the spiritual as primary, even if we are understandably angry 
or hurt, we will confront with the best interests of the other person in mind. We will believe that person is 
capable of better things and a more responsible life. And if we are the one being confronted, we can receive 
that message in that manner as well.  

 
Our national soul is broken and wounded. A toxic corruption has diseased the land. If we in the Church 

begin the process of conversion and transformation of shaping our hearts, we can bring great redemption to 
our nation’s soul, and redemption to our families as well.  

 


