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When I was growing up, a hundred years ago, it was common for Catholics to have religious art placed throughout their homes.  We had several crucifixes throughout the house, a statue of Mary in a few different rooms, a framed image of Our Lady of Perpetual Help in the hallway, and a statue of the Sacred Heart in the outside garden.  The religious art in our home was not that different from the homes of my childhood classmates.  Religion was sort of weaved into our culture and thus there was always something around us that reminded us of God, our faith, and the saints, who help us stay close to Jesus.  Not that those were perfect ‘good ole days,’ but we certainly live in a different time and place where religious art in one’s home is more the exception than the norm.

I was pleasantly surprised to be visiting a friend’s house a few weeks ago and saw that she had a framed wall hanging with a beautiful quote from Psalm 103, “Bless the Lord, for he is full of compassion for us.”  It was in the hallway, in a dark area that few people would notice so I asked her if she ever thought about hanging it somewhere else where it would be seen and read more often.  She said, “Well, that’s a good idea.  I guess I thought of it more as a decoration, forgetting that it could be a daily prayer.”  She chose to hang it in her bathroom, next to her mirror to read each morning and evening.  

Not that I will be reassigning decorations whenever I come to your homes for visits… but I have to remind myself occasionally what signs, symbols, and surroundings in my daily routine are helping me stay focused on my Christian faith?  We NEED external reminders of our faith to help our minds and hearts stay close to the things that are most important to us.  We do it with photos of our family and friends, but often forget to include images of Scripture, Jesus, and the saints to be around us to guide our daily thoughts and actions.

All the way back to the time of Moses, as we heard in our first reading today, our Jewish ancestors began such traditions as they carried with them passages from the Torah and bound them to their wrists and foreheads as Moses commanded them to do. The texts of the Law were written on parchment, placed in small boxes and tied to the arms and heads of Jewish men at prayer.  The prophets criticized these customs when they became mere external performances; but when they were genuine symbolic reminders of a person's determination to live in accord with God's ways, they reflected a commitment to the God of Israel.  These practices of "binding" the Word to the wrists and forehead were not seen as oppressive mandates, but as a reminder of the God who gave them life.

Such a tradition eventually led to our own Christian practice of wearing a crucifix or patron saint medal around our neck as a reminder of our faith and trust in God.  We need these external signs, but we can sometimes become forgetful of their meaning and then it is only a piece of jewelry… or the scripture quote…. a decoration for our wall.

This was Jesus’ warning we heard in the Gospel, as he was frustrated with people who seemingly profess religion, or call on religious symbols, but do not always live out the meaning of those symbols.  He said sternly, "Not everyone who says to me 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father in heaven."  We can use religious symbols and rituals but still miss the very heart of our faith.  This is the risk and challenge of ‘religion’ in general.  It is meant to lead people closer to God through scriptures, symbols and ritual, but religion must also make sure that people never grow slack in reciting words that are not lived out on a daily basis.  This may require us to listen more closely to the scriptures and prayers at Mass and then searching through the parish bulletin to look for ways to put our faith into action.

To have our ‘house’ of faith built on rock means that our beliefs must get into our blood and bones so that they become a part of who we ARE!  This takes daily practice, with conscience choices of whom and with what we surround ourselves.  When Jesus says that we must ‘act on’ his words, it challenges us to make sure that love, forgiveness, and justice are a regular part of our daily living.

We need to be careful so that our daily prayers and the ritual of the Mass never become mere recited words, but lead us to true worship of God.  They are meant to help us change our lives to be more like Jesus.  Let us enter more fully into the Mass so that the love, forgiveness, and unity we experience here will be seen in our daily actions.

