
Fisch–ing Lines     by Deacon Howard Fischer 

For the past several weeks our second reading has been taken from the Letter of St. James. Some scholars believe that 
this epistle was developed from homiletic material in the early Church. James doesn’t mince words or sugar-coat calling 
out his flock regarding their deficiencies. Nor does Jesus use pleasantries in today’s Gospel in telling his disciples to avoid 
sinful behaviors. Millstones and eye-plucking are not nice images. Alice Camille writes in a commentary for homilists: 
  

Who loves being publicly called out and verbally thrashed for doing wrong? Who enjoys a dark, punitive sermon about the 
world’s evil and our personal share in it?...If your assembly is normal, chances are they don’t really want a bold homily. What 
most of us want is a mixture of entertainment, consolation, affirmation, and warmth. Throw in some humor and you’ve got the 
recipe for a charming Sunday service. 
  
Is the purpose of Mass to be a charming experience? Early New Testament preachers couldn’t be accused of much charm. 
Stephen is put to death mid-proclamation for bringing the Good News to the people – which sounded more like a litany of their 
crimes to his street-side assembly. Peter’s Pentecost homily likewise defines his listeners as murderers. Paul regularly teaches, 
in person or by letter, using sarcasm, shame, and other methods today’s preacher or catechist would consider deeply 
inappropriate… 
  
Some folks expect to be bloodied up and shamed down a bit in church. I don’t advocate that approach and wouldn’t sit for it 
myself. But I also regret that in my parish, we have to be virtually sweet-talked into the gospel. We just don’t want discipleship to 
hurt or even to pinch. 
  
Alice’s analysis makes me think of the well-known dialog from “A Few Good Men”:  
  
Col. Jessep: “You want answers?”  
Lt. Kaffee: “I WANT THE TRUTH!”  
Jessep: “YOU CAN'T HANDLE THE TRUTH!” 
  
Too often we cannot handle the truth and we surely don’t want to hear it, whether that is truth about our world or truth about 
ourselves. Whole segments of our culture subscribe to views and conspiracy theories that are contrary to the facts because 
they’d rather be confirmed in their baseless personal preferences than deal with uncomfortable reality. It’s always easier to find 
fault and blame “the other guy” or “the other side.” While none of us wants to be scolded or reminded of our shortcomings, the 
truth is that you and I do indeed have grievous shortcomings and we have them in abundance. Living in denial of those flaws and 
blind spots doesn’t mean they are going away. And as St. James and Jesus remind us today, the consequences of such denial 
are not pretty. 
  
You and I probably don’t think of ourselves as complacent, but perhaps that is the first sign that we are! When we have what we 
need, it’s easy for us to forget about the needs of others. When we hear about the poor and the oppressed, we shake our heads 
and tell ourselves that there’s not much we can do. We hear about people or groups who are treated unjustly and, as long as it 
doesn’t touch us or our families, we convince ourselves that the situation isn’t so bad. Or that their suffering is their own fault. Or 
it’s not my problem. 
  
But being a true disciple of Christ comes with a cost. It will do more than pinch. The way of the Lord is not cushy or comfortable. 
You and I face a basic choice: We can be people who mostly look after ourselves, holding onto what we “might need some day,” 
even when we see others suffering. Or, we can be people whose actions demonstrate a true concern for others. St. Basil (ca. 
329-379) wrote: “If people kept only what is required for their daily needs and if the surplus were given to the poor, both riches 
and poverty would be abolished…[Y]ou oppress as many people as you fail to help.”  
  
Ouch! Failure to devote ourselves to works of charity and justice is a failure to wholly commit ourselves to the Lord and the 
Gospel. Putting my personal comfort and freedom ahead of the needs, safety and health of others is a failure to live the words 
and example of Jesus. May we learn to seek and handle the truth about ourselves. No sugar-coating. No dilution. Let us look 
ourselves in the mirror and honestly ask the tough questions. Then may we respond to what the truth demands of us, keeping 
millstones and eye-plucking in mind. If you wish to contact me, please send an email to deaconhwf99@yahoo.com. 


