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THE CROSS: BOTH JUSTICE and MERCY

Why is it so difficult for us to accept what St. Paul so boldly proclaims this very day: “the foolishness of God is wiser than human wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than human strength.”  That one simple phrase tells each and every one of us, both you and me, all that we need to know.  Even still, how often do we prefer our wisdom to God’s foolishness and our strength to God’s weakness?  
Many years ago, when there was that terrible tsunami in the Indian Ocean off the coast of Indonesia, I happened to be in Italy visiting with a very holy priest who was so close to Padre Pio.  We were watching the evening news after dinner, and the tragedy had just occurred.  He shook his head, looked up to heaven, and then down to the ground, and said, “Look at how selfish the world has become. God had to send us a major tragedy in order to get us to go outside of ourselves and to care about those most in need.”  As sad a commentary as that is on my selfishness and your selfishness, it is the truth, and only a saint could get right to the heart of the problem.  There are more and more tragedies happening at home and around the world, and, by and large, we all do respond generously to such events; however, it does beg the question, what are we doing the rest of the time?
How good is God, He loves us so much that He does not burden us with His law until we have already seen His love and His mercy.  Notice that, prior to giving the 10 commandments, God says, “I, the LORD am your God, who brought you out of Egypt, that place of slavery.”  That is actually the interpretive key to the law of God: the Law is given by the God who frees us, and its purpose is to preserve our freedom and to help us to avoid falling back into slavery.  God does not give us a law except for our own good. God does not require anything of us except for our own good.  For that matter, God does not allow suffering except to bring about a greater good.  We need finally to overcome our supposed wisdom so as to embrace the folly of God; and, to forget about our strength so as to be consoled by the weakness of God.
Lent is a wonderful time for each and every one of us, whether we seek signs like the Hebrews, or wisdom like the Greeks, to turn towards the Lord, to be embraced by all the Love that God has for us, so that, once and for all, we may see “Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.”  As we are accustomed to sing on Palm Sunday, “All glory, laud and honor to thee, Redeemer and King’, should be for us a constant refrain in our lives.  God at His weakest is more powerful than we at our strongest, and God at His most foolish is wiser than we at our wisest.  How good it would be for you and for me to approach God not in all His glory, not in all His wisdom, but rather in His need, in His hunger, His thirst, His stumbling and falling, because, even then, He is more than we could ever be.  
A couple of months ago we celebrated Christmas, and we reflected on the fact that the baby Jesus, naked, cold and starving in the manger was already our Savior, that even in His total dependence on Mary and Joseph, He was already all that we need.  The God-baby is more powerful in His crib than a King on his throne or a General with his army.  

Our Gospel today presents us with an aspect of Jesus that we so often overlook: Jesus is consumed with zeal, and Jesus is full of power and might.  When push comes to shove, Jesus is not afraid to allow His Divine Authority and Strength to shine through.  This also is important for us to understand, because a Jesus who never scolds anyone, a Jesus who has no standards and no expectations, is not the real Jesus, but a figment of our imagination.  Remember though, much like God who saved the Hebrews from the slavery of Egypt before He gave them His commandments, so too Jesus: He does not show us His power and His might before first showing us His Love and His Mercy.  We do not need to experience that power and that might except, insofar, as we are unmoved by His Love and His Mercy.  The Jesus who makes a whip of cord and runs people out of the temple is the same Jesus who was born at Christmas, and the same Jesus who dines with sinners and tax collectors, raises the dead and heals the sick.  The important point for each and every one of us, then, is not how Jesus appears to us, but that He appears to us.  When, like St. Paul we fully embrace Christ crucified, then, whether we see Him in His Mercy, or in His Justice, we will not be afraid, we will not run away, because we will have the certainty of knowing that, however Jesus appears to us, is always for our own good, and always exactly what we need at that precise moment. And so, we will allow Him to love us, both in His Justice and in His Mercy, because Christ on the Cross was both the Justice and Mercy of God for us. 
