Homily for 6th Sunday in Ordinary Time (A)
Who is the only person in the United Kingdom who does not need a passport? The
answer is Her Majesty the Queen. This is because UK passports are issued in her name so it
is unnecessary for her to have one. I guess this makes it impossible for her to slip away and
incognito take the Portsmouth ferry to France. There is though one place for which the
Queen does need a passport and that is the kingdom of heaven. No one is admitted there
without what we might call the Jesus passport.
In the gospel at Mass this Sunday, in continuing his Sermon on the Mount, Jesus
says, ‘if your virtue goes no deeper than that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never
gain entry into the kingdom of heaven.’ From his words at this point in the sermon it is
clear that before anyone can cross from earth to heaven they are required to produce
evidence of having lived a life of virtue. His teaching reminds us that through baptism we
have been issued with a kind of passport, a Jesus passport in which there should be
sufficient stamps to signify when we were at home in the land of virtue as opposed to
hanging around in the land of vice. Since Jesus doesn’t refer to any one for whom there is
an exception we must thus conclude that all of us – the Queen included – need to ensure
we are carriers of the Jesus passport, which only expires when we gain entry into the
kingdom of heaven.
The Gospel this Sunday is hard going I admit. It certainly contradicts anyone who
thinks of Jesus as a well-meaning guy preaching an ‘all you need is love’ kind of gospel. His
words are hard to hear, challenging to think of and that is surely his point. It’s easy to
assume that Jesus was into kindness and forgiveness, not judging anyone and letting
people make their own path and that it was only later that the nasty old Church made all
the rules but if that were true, what is going on with Jesus at this point?
In this extract from his sermon he gives six examples of how his disciples are to
behave and in every single example he takes the existing prohibition of the Jewish
religious law and makes them even harder to obey. The six examples cover situations we
hope we will never find ourselves in and situations we know we have already found
ourselves in, sometimes often, such as swearing. I think the main point of this part of the
Sermon on the Mount is not for the disciples of Jesus to dwell on any one of those six
examples but to try and grasp his main point. Jesus wants his disciples to interpret
everything they say and everything they do through the criterion of what he insists is the
greatest commandment, the one combining love of God and love of neighbour. That is
what should identify the carriers of the Jesus passport.

He seems to know that his disciples won’t always get things right, sometimes the
circumstances they end up in will lead to their behaving in ways they might otherwise have
never chosen but always they must be willing to give priority to love, compassion,
generosity and trust. Whenever they are able to demonstrate these divine qualities they
are proving that they know themselves to be carrying the Jesus passport. Those who carry
it in this life and who are willing to surrender it to Him at the end of their lives here on
earth will be those who gain entry into the kingdom of heaven. What he is wanting from
his disciples - and that includes us - is that we will walk through this life with the intention
of being faithful to an imitation of God, no matter how hard that is.
Jesus wants us to look at the inner springs of our human conduct which Law as such
cannot regulate. If we look within, to the inner springs, we should hope to find a heart
which is set on keeping the commandments of God. So long as that heart continues to
beat, so long as it is accompanied by others in the community intent on the same purpose
we are moving in the right direction.
How do we best practice virtue? I think it’s by seeing it modelled around us. This
gospel says: take a good look around you and identify those in whom virtue is found. I did
this earlier remembering the people I encountered last week. Without going into detail I
saw patience, forgiveness, trust and kindness exhibited in them. I know I didn’t always
exhibit these virtues myself but being in company with those who did inspires me to try
again at being a good carrier of the Jesus passport. My brothers and sisters, each of you
has this passport. None of us knows when it must be surrendered but until it is let us
support one another with prayer and with presence until that day when all of us have
exited the United Kingdom and gained entry to you know where.

