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September 04, 2016 

About ten years ago, a young man I once taught in Catholic high school was put away for a senseless, drunken 
murder.  I attended his sentencing at the courthouse and I promised not to forget him, and to pray for him, and 
to visit him in prison.  For all that he was grateful, even teary.  Well, I haven’t forgotten, and I have prayed, but I 
have never followed through on my promise to visit.  The prison is in Rush City, less than an hour from here.  
And I have been bothered by that fact lately.  So I recently wrote him in order to apologize.   

The letter I received in return was fascinating.  It was angry and cynical, and far more transparent to me than I’m 
sure he knew.  He assumed my motive was to try and save his soul or to reconvince him of the importance of the 
Catholic religion.  He said his sole motive now is simply not to be killed in a place filled with dangerous, violent 
criminals.  He wrote to me in a way that seemed deliberately disrespectful, as if to test me.  He never referenced 
me as “Fr. Mike,” even though that’s the only name by which he has ever addressed me before.  The envelope 
was address to “Mister,” and the letter referred to me either as “Mike,” or, at one point, “Pops.”  He was 
dismissive of my expressed concern for him, and I won’t in any way blame him for that.  He said he’s doing just 
fine, doing what he has to do day-by-day, on his own instincts.   

And yet, that letter arrived within four days of my sending mine.  And it included instructions on how to arrange 
for a visit.  And a request not to wear my religious attire when I came.  And most telling, it included a casual 
photograph of himself, in what almost looked like a smile.  I believe that I’ve received a message from him, loud 
and clear, mostly in spite of most of what he wrote to me.  And I will make every effort to see him soon.   

It happens a lot that so many of our interactions with other human beings are colored by what we think it is that 
they want or expect from us in response.  What’s their agenda?  In this particular case, I don’t have any 
agenda—other than trying to be a man of my word and a friend to someone who probably needs a few of them.  
And it goes the question of today’s Sacred Scripture:  What’s Jesus’ agenda?  What does he expect from us?  And 
is it the same thing we think it is?  Or not?  Often, I believe, it is not, and we would do well to ponder that.   

For very many Christians, for example, the assumption is that Jesus’ agenda is something like quid pro quo, i.e., 
if we buckle under and behave as he demands, then we’ll be rewarded with the earthly pleasures that we desire, 
like good health, peace in our families, even financial success, or the fulfillment of our dreams.  It’s a transaction, 
a swap.  We pray for the things that we want.  And while there’s nothing exactly wrong with that, that’s quite 
evidently not anything that Jesus promised as a part of the Christian life.  And all of our Sacred Scripture 
readings today make that abundantly clear.  In fact, we can see an actual development in biblical writing about 
that question today.  Our first reading, from the Book of Wisdom, is content to be basically agnostic on the 
question of God’s will.  It only confesses that we human beings are often very presumptuous and wrong in 
claiming to know what “God” thinks.  And, of course, the clergy are actually the worst at this.  That happens 
primarily when we presume the answers and the outcomes of our religious quests and then try to fit God into 
those very small plans, in advance.  But that’s not how it works.  God gets to decide God’s wishes, and then 
communicate them to us.  We hate that.  But that’s how the true God is.  God is not one who wishes to be 
purposely veiled and mysterious for us, but God most certainly is not one who simply conforms to our own 
selfish plans and schemes and alleged knowledge.  “Who can conceive what the Lord intends?”, asks the Book of 
Wisdom.  “When things are in heaven, who can search them out?”  The point is not that God can’t be known.  It 
is that God will let us know who he is and what he desires, not the other way around.  And he does reveal his 
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intentions through Sacred Scripture, through liturgy, through community and through the tradition of our 
church.  Sometimes the result of all that pleases us.  Sometimes not so much. 

In our second reading, this rarely-heard letter of St. Paul to Philemon, he acknowledges that even as an old man 
and a well-weathered, well-tested apostle of the Lord, he’s being asked to do things that he’d rather not do, and 
make sacrifices that he’d rather not make, and to acknowledge that the Divine Will is not just the same as what 
he expects or understands.  He is being required to return the former slave named Onesimus to freedom, even 
as he writes, “I would have preferred to retain him for myself, so that he might serve me on your behalf.” But 
even the great St. Paul recognized that God’s plans didn’t always conform to his own. 

And in our Gospel of Luke, Jesus could not possibly have been more clear about conforming our own 
expectations of discipleship to the expectations of God.  To put it bluntly, those two expectations often don’t 
match much at all, and when they don’t it is our Christian responsibility to bring our own behaviors into line with 
Christ’s, rather than to require that Christ satisfy ours.  Again, we often hate this, but it’s what the gospel calls 
out of us—if we dare to follow.  “Hate your father and mother,” he says.  “Carry your cross around,” he says.  
“Admit the futility of your dreams and life ambitions,” he says.  “Renounce all of your possessions,” he says.  
Who would do this? Who in the world would do this?  Only someone for whom love of the Lord is more 
important than absolutely anything else on Earth.  If that’s not for you, he says, then don’t step into a fool’s 
mission, because this is exactly what it will require, eventually, of all of us—if we are truly faithful.  I hate that.  
But the alternative of trying to be my own God is even worse.  When we put our faith, trust and hope in the real 
God, we give up our right to be God.  If that sounds like a lousy bargain, then we shouldn’t do it.  But we don’t 
get to change the rules.   

So to bring it all back to where I began, what’s Jesus’ agenda?  What does he expect of me and us?  Only that we 
love and follow him, wherever he goes and whatever he asks.  If that sounds a bit risky and scary, well, 
sometimes it is. 

My young friend in prison is suspicious that I have some unarticulated motive for why I want to see him and 
encourage him.  I hope I’m right in thinking that I don’t.  I’m trying my best to do the right thing by living and 
following the will of God as I can best understand it—and that’s all that the gospel ever expects of any of us.  But 
we ought to be clear:  if that kind following and handing over of our own agendas is really what we desire, it 
won’t be long before we’ll be tested about that.  And that test will likely come at the expense of other loyalties, 
desires and preferences.  May our Eucharist make us ready for the time when that comes, for it will. 
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