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31
st
 Sunday of Ordinary Time B The benefits of listening 

Fr. Frank Schuster 

 

One of the hazards of allowing your pastor to go off on a pilgrimage for a couple of 

weeks is that you have to suffer through a few of my travel stories from time to time. As you 

know, I journeyed with my parents to Rome for the Canonization Mass at St. Peter’s. 

Afterwards, we rented a car and travelled through Italy for about a week. Ah, driving in Italy. 

This alone requires tremendous faith.  We spent a few nights at a farm house in the middle of 

agricultural Tuscany. Finding the place was an adventure because to get there we had to drive a 

couple of miles of dirt roads winding their way to our destination. 

It was lovely however our car must have picked up a nail somewhere. This was on our 

day trip to Florence. When I was finally driving on a real road that morning, if there is such a 

thing as a real road in Italy, a friendly passerby started yelling something in Italian at me, 

pointing to my wheel. My heart sank as my spirit sighed, “Oh no. Flat tire.” Luckily there was a 

gas station handy. I pulled in and took a look at the tire, completely flat. I was surprised that I 

hadn’t noticed the flat tire when I was driving, but then again, Italian roads. I was able to 

negotiate the use of an air compressor with my broken Italian, the fellow there was nice enough 

to let me use it.  

I opted to try filling the tire with air first rather than taking the time to change the tire 

because we were on a time crunch. I had reservations for my parents and me to visit the Uffizi 

Gallery that morning. My heart was set on seeing Botticelli, Fra Angelico, Leonardo and 

Caravaggio. I prayed that my flat tire was a slow leak that would allow us to make our trip that 

day. And so, after filling the tire, giving it a good kick, we headed back onto the road to 

Florence. We must have travelled 20 kilometers before my mom and dad asked rhetorically, 

“Frank, is that burning rubber we smell?” It is a good thing I listened to my parents because, 

after pulling into a dirt patch on the side of the road, the tire was again flat as flat can be. And so, 

I proceeded to change the tire on the side of an Italian road, again an activity requiring 

tremendous faith. Thanks be to God, we were back on the road with our spare tire within 15 

minutes (I am proud of myself, humbly speaking of course). And we made our reservation for 

the Uffizi, a story for another day.  

The moral of this story is that I am very grateful that I listened to the Italian gentleman 

who informed me of our flat tire. That day could have been far more complicated and dangerous 

had I not listened. I am grateful that I listened to my parents when they politely suggested to me 

to change the tire before it catches on fire. The art of listening is an important attribute in the 

Spirit life!  
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And this is what we see in the scriptures this weekend. Our first reading is from 

Deuteronomy chapter 6, an iconic passage for the Jewish people. This passage is so important to 

the Jewish people that they nail it to their doors and at times even wear little containers with this 

passage on their foreheads. This is what Moses has to say, “Hear, O Israel! The LORD is our 

God, the LORD alone! Therefore, you shall love the LORD, your God, with all your heart, and 

with all your soul, and with all your strength.”  

Our Gospel reading from St. Mark begins, “One of the scribes came to Jesus and asked 

him, "Which is the first of all the commandments?" Jesus replied, "The first is this: Hear, O 

Israel! The Lord our God is Lord alone! You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 

with all your soul, with all your mind, and with all your strength. The second is this: You shall 

love your neighbor as yourself.” 

 I have shared with you in the past that if you count up the number of laws in the Torah, 

the number scholars come up with is 613. Jesus summarizes the Law with two commandments, 

one from Deuteronomy and one from Leviticus, love God and love neighbor. Today, I want to 

focus on what does it mean to listen to God’s word and what does it mean to live the word of 

God.  The passage of note from Deuteronomy begins, “Hear, O Israel”. In Hebrew, the word is 

“Shema”. It is a word that means emphatically, “to listen”. Jesus repeats this passage from 

Deuteronomy when asked, what is the first of all the commandments? The Latin for the word 

“listen” is “Oboedire”, it is where we get the word obedience. It is a word that means 

emphatically, “to listen”. And this is a countercultural and controversial message.  

 In our society, at our best, we like to place our relationship with God on equal footing 

with the other concerns in our life. When we need God, we spend time with God. When we don’t 

need God, we shelve God. This can be likened to our ipads, tablets and smartphones. We carry 

God as one application among many applications to open and shut at will. This cannot be farther 

from the mindset of both Moses and Jesus. For them, it is shema O Israel, oboedire people of 

God, the Lord your God is Lord alone. This is to say, God is not to be one concern among many 

concerns. Rather, God is to be our ultimate concern. God isn’t to be treated like one application 

among many on our spiritual ipad called the soul. God is to be understood as the operating 

system itself by which the applications draw their existence and meaning. Do you follow me?  

 Both Moses and Jesus are very explicit about what it means to love God as our ultimate 

concern. Let’s begin with loving God with all our heart. The heart can be understood as the sum 

of all our emotions and passions. We can ask ourselves, what would it mean for me to love God 

with how I express my emotions and passions? Let’s turn to loving God with all our soul. The 

soul can be understood as the essence of who I am. We can ask ourselves, what would it mean 

for me to love God with the totality of all I am? Let’s turn to loving God with all your mind. The 

mind can be understood as the sum of our intellectual powers. We can ask ourselves, what would 

it mean for me to love God in my intellectual life? And finally, we can turn to loving God with 

all our strength. Our strength can be understood as our talents and resources. During November, 
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we talk about our stewardship of the gifts of time, talent and treasure. We recognize in the spirit 

life, that the talents we possess, the families and society we were raised in, are gifts from a good 

and gracious God. And Jesus expects that we love our neighbors as ourselves. We can ask 

ourselves, what does it mean for me to love God with all my strength?  

Jesus completes his summary of the Torah with we are to love our neighbors as 

ourselves. The guidance we are given to love others rests on how we love ourselves. For Jesus, 

loving ourselves is measured by how we listen to the word of God. The words shema and 

oboedire give context to what it means to listen to God as the source of our life, the ground of 

our being, the font of our existence, and our ultimate concern. This sheds light on what it means 

to love our neighbor as ourselves. 

 Or course, the reason for my trip to Italy these past couple of weeks was to celebrate the 

canonization of seven new saints in the life of the Church. The saints represent heroic people 

who are exemplars of what it means to love God and love neighbor. I enjoyed concelebrating 

Mass on a couple of occasions with Archbishop Sartain. He spoke beautifully about the lives of 

the saints and reminded us that the Church in Rome was founded on example of the martyrs like 

St. Peter and St. Paul. My parents and I had the opportunity to tour the Coliseum where 

thousands of Christians were martyred prior to the barbaric games there in the early centuries for 

the only crime of declaring themselves followers of Christ. These martyrs were men, women and 

children from all over the Roman Empire. As I shared this past week at our celebration of All 

Saints, the one thing they all had in common is that their last words before their executions were 

the words “Deo Gratias”, “Thanks be to God”. The acoustics in that stadium were very good and 

so their words could be heard in every corner of that barbaric place.  

Their witness over the years had a profound effect on the people of Rome. The 

bystanders walked away asking themselves, what is it about faith in Christ that gave these souls 

the courage to stand up against the prevailing culture? After a few centuries, Christianity became 

the official religion of the Roman Empire. The word “martyr” in Greek, means, “to witness”. We 

can ask ourselves, as disciples of Christ, how do we witness the truth of the Gospel in the culture 

we live in today…even in the face of persecution? We have an opportunity to do so in this 

election, but how about at work, at home, or on the playground?  

 Before we can witness the truth of the Gospel in our daily lives, we must first learn how 

to listen to the word of God, shema, oboedire, with our whole heart, soul, mind and strength. Just 

like what I experienced on my drive to Florence a couple weeks ago, we can drive along through 

life with a spiritual flat tire. It isn’t until we listen to the word of God that we can make the 

necessary changes, conversion if you will, to get us back onto the road to salvation.     

    


