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His name is Philemon. Not Pokemon, but Philemon. And he has a problem. 
 
We heard about Philemon’s problem in today’s second reading. Saint Paul’s letter to Philemon is 
shortest book in the Bible. It has only 23 verses. 
 
In this short letter, Paul tells Philemon that Philemon has a problem…  and so do we. 
 
What is the problem? It’s this: If we take Jesus seriously, we’ll see that Jesus wants us to change 
the world. And doing that is going to be very hard. 
 
A little background: Paul writes this letter around the year 60. He is in prison for the “crime” of 
preaching about Jesus.  

Paul has a friend named Pokemon… er,  Philemon! He calls Philemon a co-worker for the Lord. 
Paul may have baptized Philemon. In a sense, Philemon owes his faith, and his soul, to Paul! 
 
Like many people at that time, Philemon owned slaves. One of his slaves, named Onesimus, ran 
away, and found his way to Paul. Paul didn’t have Onesimus arrested. Rather, Paul preached to 
him, and baptized him! 
 
Then, Paul writes his brief letter to Philemon.  
 
And Paul says: I am sending Onesimus, your slave, back to you.” Paul says, “I am sending him 
back to you, not as a slave, but as a brother in Christ.” And Paul concludes, “if you love me, 
then treat Onesimus as you would treat me.” 
 
Do you see Philemon’s problem? 
 
Philemon and Onesimus are now baptized now brothers in Christ.  And Paul’s point is this – 
once Jesus comes into the equation, everything else changes. 
 
Without apologizing, Paul says to Philemon: “Hey, if you take Jesus seriously, you have to 
change the way you treat people!” 
 
Jesus has CREATED a problem for Philemon! 
 
The whole economic structure of the ancient world was built upon slavery. The whole social 



order of the ancient world depended upon the division between the powerful and the powerless,  
the masters and the slaves. Philemon’s livelihood – everyone’s livelihood - depended on slavery.  
 
But Jesus messes it all up! Because once a slave and a slave-owner become brothers in Christ, 
everything changes. It has to change. Paul said, “Don’t treat him like a slave any more. Treat 
him as you would treat me.”   
 
Jesus has created a huge problem. Not just for Philemon, but for everyone. Thanks to Jesus, we 
have to change how we treat one another.  Thanks to Jesus, we cannot build relationship and 
societies on unjust systems.  
 
Life was easier before this trouble-making Jesus came along… 
 
Some preachers give you the impression that Jesus came to solve everyone’s problems. Churches 
proclaim that they are friendly places, where ‘all are welcome,’ and ‘everything is forgiven.’ 
Churches advertise how much healing can happen in their communities,  and how good their 
coffee is. You get the impression that Jesus came to take away our problems and to make nice 
people even nicer. 
 
But along comes Jesus in today’s Gospel reading, and he says: “If you want to follow me, you 
must hate your father and mother, your spouse and children, and hate your whole life. Oh, and 
you have to renounce all your money.” 
 
What? Imagine if I put a big sign out front announcing: “If you want to join St. Mary’s, you must 
hate your parents, your spouse and your kids, and give us all your money.” What do you think 
would happen? 
 
Now, when Jesus says that we have to “hate” our families and our money, he uses a Greek word 
which means “love them less.” In other words, once we start following Jesus, we have to love 
him most. We have to love him best. He must be our top priority. 
 
Our love for Jesus must shape our love for everyone else. And that will change how we treat our 
parents, our spouse, our children. It may create conflict on occasion. It will require that we 
change how we treat our families, our neighbors,  our enemy. Jesus DEMANDS that we treat 
people the way HE tells us to do. 
 
Jesus is creating NEW problems for us! 
 
Luke tells us that Jesus is honest with the disciples and the crowds who first followed him. Jesus 
said: Hey, follow me. We’re going to change the world.  I’m going to require that you do hard 



things and make hard choices. I’m going to require that you make changes that will improve this 
world. Follow me: it won’t be easy, but it will lead to authentic life. 
 
What happens after Jesus tells everyone that following him will be hard? The crowds didn’t 
shrink! The disciples didn’t run away! Some people back then, and some people today, are ready 
for an adventure and a challenge. People are ready to do the hard work that Jesus calls us to. And 
they find life in the doing of it. 
 
In fact, this weekend in Rome, Pope Francis is canonizing a woman who once said, “When doing 
the work of God, always choose what is hardest.” 
 
She was born in Albania in 1910. Her baptismal name was Agnes Bojaxjhiu. From an early age, 
she believed that God wanted her to do something beautiful, and hard, for Christ. 
 
At the age of 18, she left her family home and joined the Sisters of Loretto, so that she could 
become a missionary. She was given the name “Sr. Teresa.” 
 
She was sent to India, where she taught girls from poor families. She thought she had found her 
calling. 
 
But one day, as she was taking the train from Calcutta to Darjeeling, Sr. Teresa felt the Lord 
speaking deep in her soul. And the Lord said to Teresa, go and live among the poorest of the 
poor.” 
 
At that moment, Sister Teresa became Mother Teresa. 
 
She left the safety of her convent, and started living on the streets of Calcutta. She experienced 
the physical and emotional exhaustion of poverty. She experienced hatred and judgment.  
 
She found an abandoned building near a Hindu temple, and set up a small home where she and a 
few other women bathed the sick and elderly, cleaned their wounds, held their hands.  
 
The Hindu neighbors were not happy about this Catholic group setting up shop near a temple. A 
mob came to throw them out and burn the place down. 
 
Mother Teresa went outside and calmly invited the leader of the mob to come inside and see how 
they were caring for the poor and dying. The leader of the mob was overwhelmed. He walked 
back outside and said, “Yes, we can burn this place down, but only if our mothers and wives 
agree to do the work that these Catholics are doing in there.” The mob went away.  
 



For long periods of time, Mother Teresa felt “dry” in her prayer life. Yes, there were times when 
she felt closely connected to God. But for long stretches she felt an emptiness when she prayed..  
 
But, she never stopped praying, even if she occasionally felt abandoned by God. And she 
understood that perhaps this experience was helping her to be compassionate to the poor, who 
often feel abandoned by God. And how Christ may have felt abandoned on the cross. 
 
By the time of her death, there were over 4000 nuns in her Order. She had homes for the elderly 
and poor all over the world. She never tried to sugar coat the work that she did, or the reason that 
she did it. She made it clear – We do this for Jesus. And if you take Jesus seriously, he’s going to 
create problems for you, and  he will demand things from you. 
 
She asked people to do hard things, in the name of Jesus. 
 
Mother Teresa said: “If you can’t feed 100 people, at least feed one.” 
 
Mother Teresa said, “Give, but give until it hurts.” 
 
Mother Teresa said, “If you judge people you have no time to love them.” 
 
Mother Teresa said, “People are often unreasonable and self-centered – forgive them anyway.” 
 
Mother Teresa said, “It is a poverty to decide that a child must die through abortion so that you 
may live as you wish.” 
 
Mother Teresa said, “When doing God’s work, always choose what is hardest.” 
 
This weekend, Mother Teresa becomes Saint Teresa.  
 
So I ask myself: Do I want Jesus to solve all my problems, or am I willing to let his Gospel 
create new problems for me? Jesus told those folks in the Gospel, “follow me, and I will change 
the way to treat everyone.” Philemon found out, “if I follow Jesus, it could turn my household 
and world upside down.” 
 
One day, a visitor saw Mother Teresa cleaning the wounds of a dying leper. The visitor felt sick 
to his stomach, and said to Mother Teresa, “I wouldn’t do that for a million bucks.” 
 
And Mother Teresa replied, “Neither would I. But I would gladly do it for Christ….” 
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