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January 22, 2017 

 

People love traditions and love to engage in what they believe is traditional behavior.  We just witnessed one of 
the most significant American traditions of all on Friday, with the inauguration of a new president.  Which is a 
very good excuse for all of us to consider what the notion of a “tradition” actually means.  It’s commonly 
believed that the word “tradition” means doing exactly the same thing over and over and over again forever.  
But that’s not exactly right, at least not for Christian believers, or even for Americans.  For example, the 
inauguration of the president—even under normal circumstances—has not always been in January.  In fact, it’s 
only within the last 80 years that that so-called tradition has been in force.  Nor has it always been in 
Washington D.C. (LBJ).  Nor is the Bible a necessary part of a swearing-in ceremony, and not all presidents have 
used one.  Nor has the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court always been involved in inaugurations.  As recently as 
55 years ago there was not.  Nor has there always been a parade, or a ball.  You get the point.  All these things 
we think about as always having been done—or necessary to be done—are neither.  That’s the risk that comes 
with confusing the purpose of certain behaviors with the behaviors themselves.  The purpose of an inauguration 
is to ensure the peaceful transfer of presidential authority through the Oath of Office.  Nothing else really 
matters.   

But how does all this relate to Christian discipleship?  It’s this:  We Christians—and especially we Catholic 
Christians—love to appeal to the idea of “tradition” in the practice of our religion.  And we are not wrong about 
that…provided that we have a heathy understanding of what that word means.  Our tradition consists in the 
following of Jesus.  That’s it.  If that seems a little squishy as a definition, well, yes it is.  Because what it means 
to “follow Jesus” does not always mean behaving in exactly the same way through time and space.  Following 
Jesus does not mean the same thing in the United States today as it means in Syria, or El Salvador, or China.  And 
following Jesus does not mean the same thing in the year 2017 as is once meant during WWII, or during the 
Middle Ages, or during those very first days in Galilee.   

In fact, the notion of following Jesus is not reducible to any more than a very few, specific eternal behaviors—
generally what we Catholics refer to as sacraments.  And even those have evolved and changed over the years, 
as anybody my age or older most certainly has experienced during our life time. 

When Jesus called his first Apostles, Peter and Andrew, James and John and the others, there along the shores 
of the Sea of Galilee, he did not instruct them to “do this” or “do that.”  That would have been too easy, and 
therefore, not entirely correct.  No, he said to them, “Follow Me.”  Well, what could that mean?  It doesn’t mean 
any one thing, in terms of behavior.  It means to adhere to the witness of our Lord, through times of blessing 
and times of suffering, through moments of apparent success and those of apparent failure, through the Obama 
administration and through the Trump administration.  The imperative to “follow Jesus” is not going to require 
exactly the same response from us as the world moves and changes around us.  The word “tradition” doesn’t 
mean “always the same.” 

Probably the most amazing part of today’s gospel story of Jesus’ summoning of the Apostles is their willingness 
to completely abandon all that they had been doing up to that moment—their careers, their father, their 
familiar comfort zones, all of that for the purpose of doing nothing other than “following Jesus,” whatever it 
meant and whatever it would eventually require of them—like death.  None of them knew it at the time—what 
would be asked of them as “followers.” 
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The same is true for us baptized people.  We didn’t sign up for a predictable salvation insurance policy at the 
font.  We signed up for a commitment to follow Jesus.  Those are not the same thing, and one is considerably 
more risky than the other.  The Lord has always promised to be faithful—and he is—but He has never promised 
to reduce the idea of “faithfulness” to the rote repetition of specific behaviors, (other than the sacraments—
which aren’t thoughtless, changeless rituals, either.) 

To follow Jesus is to commit to valuing the people and things that he valued, like prayer, and service to the most 
vulnerable, and suffering for what is right and just, and speaking the unpopular truth, and calling out evil spirits 
when they are present, and creating community with a bunch of very unlikely associates. 

This all becomes very concrete at the level of our parish and school.  Following Jesus here at St. Pascal’s today 
means something different from what it meant 20, or 40, or 60 years ago.  We are different now, and so is our 
neighborhood.  Our commitment to follow Jesus is not different—that is our enduring tradition—but today it 
involves things like trying to welcome Somalis, and Hmong, and Muslim, and poor and broken people in a way—
or at least to a degree—that it didn’t used to. 

The Gospel of Matthew today finds Jesus beginning his adult public ministry among the so-called “Galilee of the 
Gentiles.”  That would have been heard as a profoundly disturbing thing to many pious Jews of His day.  The 
Jews of Capernaum, after all, understood themselves to be called out and chosen to be distinct from gentiles.  
Jesus was about to change all that—to change what everybody assumed was “tradition.”  Jesus is still doing that.  
We need only to follow him.  Pray for the courage to do that. 


