HOMILY FOR THE TENTH SUNDAY YEAR A
I DESIRE LOVE, NOT SACRIFICE

 
The readings in today's Mass deal with the topic of hypocrites, those people who are outwardly religious but who inwardly have hearts and thoughts that are the opposite of God's. In the first reading we find God saying, "What can I do with you Ephraim? What can I do with you, Judah? You are like the morning fog." As a morning fog, it means in other words, that what Judah is in the night is not what it is in the day. "For this reason, God says through His prophet Hosea, "I slew them by the words of my mouth; for it is love I desire, not sacrifice, and knowledge of God rather than holocausts." In the gospel, responding to the questions of the hypocritical Pharisees, Jesus recalls these words of Hosea "I desire mercy, not sacrifice. I did not come to call the righteous but sinners." to show God's sympathy for sinners who own up their sins.

It will help us to appreciate the point of this passage if we try to understand a little bit more of the two people involved in the passage - Pharisees and Tax Collectors. The Pharisees were serious-minded believers, very disciplined and devout men of religion. They look down on the tax collectors because they worked for the pagan Romans, mixed up with them and constantly handled their unclean money. As far as religion of the day was concerned, tax collectors were public sinners on the highway to hell because it was a profession marked by collaboration with the Romans and easy temptation to greed and selfishness. It is from this group of people that Jesus chose Mathew as a disciple and even ate with them at table, an attitude that shocked the Pharisees.  But Jesus came to save, not to hate or condemn (John 10:10).  He echoed the prophet Hosea's message from God: I desire mercy, not sacrifice. That is to say that he shows love and forgiveness to sinners.

What is this love and mercy that Jesus desired as opposed to sacrifice?  The belief and discipline of the Pharisees - can be likened to a sacrifice - something offered to God which does not come from the heart. Believing in God is a commitment; it is a sharing in the life of God. Believing in God does not really save anybody unless it impacts the person positively. James tells us that the devil himself believes in God and trembles with fear (James 2:19). Rather, what really matters is what people believe about God and how their faith in God affects their view of themselves and of others. The Pharisees believed in a discriminating God who loves good people and hates bad people. People behave like the God they believe in. So the Pharisees quickly learn to love only good people like themselves and look down with contempt on bad people and sinners like the tax collectors unlike God. This kind of worship - spending money and time as well as offerings to prove dedication and moral discipline does not count much because it lacks godly love. It is not the kind of sacrifice that pleases God (Isaiah 1:). 

True love feels saves and forgives. Think of the moms and dads that continue to love their children even when their children say and do nasty things to them, even when their children look down on them with contempt and speak to them (and of them) in contemptuous words. True love which Jesus desires reveals the love of Jesus, never tries to overcome evil with more evil but rather tries to overcome evil with good. Trying to overcome evil and sin with hatred and fighting doubles the amount of evil, it does not cancel evil out. The only weapon to use against evil is good, love, respect, concern and recognition as Jesus did to sinners and tax collectors. The only way to overcome hatred is with love. The only way to overcome indifference is to hand in there with unbroken commitment. No one ever wins by quitting. 

So, the problem with the Pharisees is that they were hypocrites who did not see themselves to be in need of the grace of the teaching of Jesus Christ. They trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt (Luke 18:9). It is this kind of belief that made them to fail to avail themselves of the grace of Jesus’ teaching and healing. But Jesus came for the salvation of those who believe they are in need of God's grace. Tax collectors met this; they trusted not in themselves or in anything they had done but only in God's mercy. They accepted they are sick and in need of healing and salvation. For such people, God shows love and mercy. Here he tells them what the will of God for sinners is. That God does not desire hypocritical worship in which the believer manifests signs of religiosity physically but does not live up to its spirit, namely, love of God and neighbor or which is not an expression of an inner spirit that conforms to the heart of God. 

As Christians we believe in a God of love and compassion. Jesus is a man of love of compassion both in his teachings and in his dealings with others. The challenge for us Christians today is to be people of love and compassion, to be like Jesus Christ. We are not to look down on our fellow sinners but to help them in their search for God, just as the tax collector is helping us today to know how to receive God's approval. We are here today because we need healing and wholeness. We are here today because we are sinners who need God's help in Christ's tender, loving mercies. We are here today not because we are hypocrites but because we are being honest with our selves and honest to God. You cannot be a hypocrite and at the same time face the truth about yourself. To be godly is to profess and live according to the example and teaching of Christ. Here the primary virtue is love and compassion and that is what the Pharisees lacked greatly. 

