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What a powerful contrast there is in our readings this weekend between the ways of the wicked and the ways of the just.  I don’t know about you, but at times it seems like the wicked have an easier time with life.  At first glance, it appears as though the wicked are able to avoid pain and sorrow, and that it is left to the just to experience them.  This is not the case, but it is natural for us to think so.  How often do we see clear examples of bad people who seem to thrive, who appear to prosper?  The question for us is: is this really the case, or is it merely an appearance?  Ultimately, our Lord is telling us today that the way things appear are not the way they actually are.  We all must experience pain in our lives, but some ways of experiencing pain are able to bear fruit while others are just plain bad.  The difference between the wicked and the just then has a lot more to do with their attitudes to pain than it does with the pain itself.  What I mean by this is that there is a way for us embrace our pain in the service of something greater, namely love, connection and values.  
We can experience pain as something negative and burdensome, and we can expend massive amounts of time and money trying to avoid it, or we can see in it something of great value, a life-giving experience that helps us to relate to others, to understand them, and even to comfort them.  When we make a conscious decision to accept our pain, it ceases to bring about suffering.  In contrast, when we consider pain as the ultimate evil, we behave like the wicked in our first reading: our desire to avoid pain results in our inflicting it upon others, especially upon those who have the wisdom and the humility to accept their pain.  In order to justify our belief that pain cannot be useful, we do our best to make others experience it, and their misery becomes our joy.  Fleeing from pain is no way to live life, and, in the end, the effort to avoid pain actually results in greater pain.  St. Francis of Assisi was a wonderful example of what happens when we are able to stop avoiding pain and instead to embrace it. His life changed when he stopped being disgusted by lepers and instead embraced them.  

St. James is full of wisdom when he describes the chaos that comes from avoiding pain.  From whence comes our jealousy and selfish ambition, if not from our attempt to live a life without pain.  In order to avoid pain, we have to cut ourselves off from experience, and to spend our time insulating ourselves.  There is always the possibility that opening ourselves to others will cause pain, so we wall ourselves off. We tell ourselves stories that do not reflect the reality of our existence nor encompass the totality of our selves, because there is no way to live life without pain.  When we live life this way, then anything and any person who could cause us pain has to be negated: thus we become trapped in a vicious circle of isolation.
What I am saying is a bit abstract, so bear with me while I try to make it concrete for us.  Think about someone who annoys you, and about all the things that you do to avoid that person.  It’s really amazing how much effort we expend to keep such people away from us.  There is a great cost to this type of avoidant behavior though: we live life always on the lookout, always thinking up new and better ways to keep him or her at a distance.  That effort however consumes us: we grow tired and weary and even things we enjoy become diminished because we are so focused on avoiding the person that we cannot enjoy ourselves.  

What is true of people is even truer of places and things.  When you decide that something hurts and so you are going to push it away from you, the effort that involves on every level: emotional, intellectual, and spiritual is all consuming.  The goal of avoiding the pain supersedes every other thing and so the avoidance causes even greater pain than the acceptance.  Once again, St. Francis is so helpful to us in this respect.  Why is he so beloved, even amongst non-Christians?  It is precisely because his life is a model of what it looks like to embrace our pain instead of fleeing from it.  He was able to do this because he had great faith. Faith transforms the function of pain from an event that automatically induces suffering to one that can induce connection.  Even Lenin was heard to say, “if there had been 10 Francis of Assisi’s, Russia would never have had a revolution.”  Let us all ask our Lord for the grace to embrace our pain with faith, and, in bringing together our faith and our pain, we shall live life fully.
