4th Sunday of Matthew 6:22-33

“When you were slaves of sin, you were free in regard to
righteousness. But then what return did you get from the things of
which you are now ashamed? The end of those things is death. But

now that you have been set free from sin and have become slaves
of God...”
(Romans 6:18-23)

On Saturday morning a man was sleeping on the porch. It was the
end of the breakfast program. He was young and skinny, but his feet
were swollen. He had some sort of wound on one of his feet, and a
left-over bandage, a sign that he had probably been in the hospital.
The scene reminded somehow of another person who, on Sunday
morning around 6:00 am, was sleeping in the garden, in a bent over
squatting position, looking as if he was trying to save as much space
as possible.

These encounters make us wonder why people need to sleep
outside the church in the summer. The weather is still not perfect, but much kinder than in winter. And
they could go anywhere. Why the church? “Because they feel safe here”, said John, who knows a few
things about the streets in Toronto. “They feel protected.”

In countries with an older Christian tradition people would stop by the church and pray, even when
the church was closed. Just as we see people praying at times down the street on Broadview, at the
Ethiopian church. People come to the Mission as well, but they come beaten down and scared. They
come to sleep, at night or during the day, even though the door is closed. They come because the mercy
of God calls their name. They come because they sense that the Lord loves them and protects them.
Their coming and need for sleep and mercy becomes prayer. Within their heart there is space for
nothing else. “I am not worthy to come under your roof” That’s why | come and sleep outside of your
house.

On Friday T., who had the experience of an underground prison in a foreign country, described what
it is like to sit for days without being able to stretch your legs. Just like the bent over person who was
sleeping on Sunday morning in the garden. T described what it feels like to be confined within yourself,
mentally, physically and spiritually. He said, “I learned from an older person there that with God
everything is possible. Only with God. That’s why | made it through.” Outside the church, the person
sleeping bent over makes it through the night because of the mercy that runs on Aaron’s head, on his
beard, even on the fringe of his garments, through the walls of the church.

“I will come and heal him.” Jesus answers quickly. He was going to come and enter the centurion’s
house immediately, because of the suffering servant, because of the faith and love that the centurion
had for his servant, for the little ones. He was waiting for this, to be given hospitality not only by sinners
in their house but also by the one who has faith. But he had not found this faith in Israel yet. We see
from Jesus’ reaction that he connects with the love that the centurion has for his servant. He loves the
servant with the same love, or rather even a deeper one. He came to serve and not to be served. He is
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the servant who was going to be made sick with our sins, the one who will not be able to move, staying
still and knowing God.

For him that was not the house of the sinner. It was the house of the one who cared for the little
ones. He finds today the love and care that he was going to look for while being on the cross, without
finding it. And he delights in it, in the love that the centurion has for the suffering servant.

But he does not go even though he wished so, because he becomes obedient to the humility of the
centurion. He does not heal the servant remotely, as somebody was joking on Friday, not even to show
his authority, but out of love for the servant and the centurion’s faith. Jesus humbles himself. And so
he fulfills two prayers: the one for healing and the one that comes out of humility. A form of deeper
hospitality, where centurion and God meet together in the love they have for the little ones. For those
who serve. For God alone is enough.

The faith of the centurion comes out of the genuine love he has for his servant. That's why we listen
to the scriptures, in order to discover faith in us. To give space and time in our lives to the little ones.
Faith is not coming from a mind who pictures the impossible but from a heart that is struggling to love.
And while loving, it discovers that it cannot heal the one it loves.

Jesus’ words remind us of the parable of poor Lazarus, who was taken into the bosom of Abraham
while the rich man was suffering in hades. Jewish people lost faith because they stopped being the
servants of God, and wanted to be served by others, having disregard for the little ones. They wanted
a king in order to be a nation and not to be a servant, in order to become a people of God. The church
is the gathering of the servants. If the church stops serving the little ones it is in danger to serve its own
needs and mammon.

The centurion reveals to us the good news that there is brotherhood in heaven. That comes out of
the authority that was entrusted on earth. The centurion is a father for the servants, as God is a father
for the orphans.

Servant of God - echoes God’s description of David in 2 Samuel 5:7. “Servant” is in some ways the
highest accolade God bestows - that is what Moses is called (Numbers 12:7, Joshua 1:2, 7) and the
people Israel are also addressed that way. (Isaiah 41:8), even though God knows their flaws. When
David describes himself as a servant of God, it is a statement of humility and purpose. (Jewish
commentary on Psalm 18 - remembering father’s reflection on Tuesday.)

We do not know what touched and changed the heart of the centurion, who was a man of war and
violence through his job description. A man with authority who can forgive and crucify the servant. But
we can intuitively claim that the servant had something to do with that. Even though love comes out of
gratuity. It is also indebted to the one it loves. The heart of the centurion would have been softened by
the action of his servant, who served him with love by day and by night. And that in time would have
touched his heart. His meekness and his kindness, his humility and trust touched his heart also. That’s
where he learned to ask in humility and to be thankful with the master’s remembrance and not feeling
deprived of his lack of presence at times. The servant changes the heart of the centurion in time, in his
likeness. It is not too much for us to say this because Christ comes in humility to serve and not to be
served. Because that’s how he changes us in the image of his glory.

There are plenty of people who serve at the Mission these days. And it is so puzzling for us to see
their gratuity, their joy and humility. It is what heals the wounds of the one who sleeps alone at night
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outside the church. It is what, we pray, would change our heart in time too. Because we are all the body
of Christ.
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