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Sir 15: 15-20 
Ps 119: 1-2, 4-5, 17-18, 33-34 
1 Cor 2: 6-10 
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About twenty-seven years and a hundred and fifty pounds ago, I was 

studying Spanish in Mexico, in a city about 3½ hours northeast of the 

national capital. At the time (and I am sure the bishop still invests in this 

activity), the diocese required all seminarians to learn Spanish or some 

other second language, as the diverse communities of the Joliet Diocese 

continue to grow and are in need of those who speak their respective 

languages. 

Towards this aim, I spent two summers in Mexico while taking my 

graduate courses – one summer in Cuernavaca and the other in the city 

of Morelia in the state of Michoacán. Today’s homily concerns a trip I 

took to a volcano in Paracutín while studying Spanish. 

During the summers of 1993 & 1994, my daytime activities focused 

on learning the Spanish language very intensely, while on the weekends 

I would take excursions to different parts of the foreign land in order to 
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learn about the culture and the ways of the Mexican people. I remember 

visiting all the dangerous spots in Mexico – Guadalajara, Acapulco, and 

all the resort areas so that I could tell my bishop I diligently pursued 

“mission work” while in the foreign land. One specific weekend, I 

visited the city of Guanajuato, which houses a museum of mummies 

that was quite intriguing. I spent time in the small provincial areas of 

the country and even took time to visit the large cities, too! 

As I reflected on our gospel reading this last week, I specifically 

remember one weekend during my studies where a friend and I decided 

to visit a famous volcano in the city of Uruapan in the state of 

Michoacán. The volcano grow from the ground in the 1940s and started 

to erupt in Paracutín around 1945. As a result, black lava encompassed 

much of the area and destroyed two small towns in its path. 

I vividly remember the journey to the volcano and how laborious the 

trip was. To make the journey, my seminarian friend and I took a three-

hour bus trip through the uncultivated areas of Mexico until we reached 

the city of Uruapan. Once in the city, we chartered a guide to take us on 
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a six hour burro tour to the volcano, with no bathrooms or other 

amenities along the way (however, warm Coca Cola was sold every five 

miles, which in retrospect actually made the trip worse, not better). 

Now I have to tell you that, even a hundred fifty pounds lighter than 

my current frame some twenty years later, I will still twice as large as 

the average burro in Mexico (I know that not all the Mexicans in our 

community are short – what’s with the tiny sized burros?). I also 

remember clearly that the burros were equipped with saddles made out 

of wood, saddles which caused such marks on my bottom side after 

sitting on them for six hours that I could not walk straight for the rest of 

my time in Mexico. 

While on our way to the volcano, we took a quick stop at the church 

of San Juan Parangaricutiro, the lone remaining building that survived 

the lava flow some seventy years ago. Actually, only the top of the 

steeple survived the volcano’s wrath, but a crucifix adorned at the top of 

the steeple in the 1940s has become a place of worship for many of the 
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locals, as they believe a miracle took place when the crucifix in the 

steeple remained unharmed after the natural disaster. 

So after a three hour trip on top of a wooden saddle on top of a burro 

half my size, climbing a rocky terrain with no facilities in sight (we were 

encouraged to bring a roll of “papel higiénico” with us, just in case), we 

finally reached the foot of the volcano in the late hours of the morning. 

Once there, we were told that a 700 step journey awaited us to reach the 

top of the volcano but I soon came to realize that, even with a body 

frame one hundred fifty pounds lighter than my present size, the thin 

air from the altitude was wreaking havoc on my lungs. I came to find 

out that halfway up the volcano, I could not finish the trip up the slope 

and decided to rest at the volcano’s plateau, knowing that a three hour 

trip on the burro awaited me on our return. (For those interested in 

learning about the volcano, I found a blog online of a person who 

actually made this trip. This blog can be found at the end of my online 

homily that you can get in my weekly “News & Notes” or on our parish 

website.) 
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After twenty years, I still cannot let go of that plateau and my desire 

to finish the climb up the volcano to complete my trip. Maybe I was 

tired; maybe I was lazy. Maybe I was just content to have made it as far 

up the volcano as I did. Regardless, I have no intention of ever returning 

to Paracutín and the prospect of the wooden saddle but I very much 

think about events like the one I just described when dealing with this 

particular segment of Matthew’s gospel in reflection. 

What we have just read today is called “The Six Antitheses of 

Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount.” In six instances, our Lord cites a 

specific religious law that we are taught and then he elevates the law in 

a manner that we spiritually have to climb higher. The problem with 

me, with you and certainly with the people of our time is that we 

hesitate about making that climb because we seem rather content to live 

in the plateau where we currently exist. 

And we know this is true. How many people are content to have a 

relationship with God without putting forth any extra effort or making 

any strides to advance the relationship? Most of us feel that we do 
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enough in the faith, if anything at all. We invest in the faith when we 

feel it necessary. We pay tribute to God on our terms, not God’s. We are 

taught that in the parts of the world where our lives are rather content 

and certainly not as depraved as parts of Latin America, Africa or other 

third world areas, we really don’t have a dire need to build that 

relationship until that need makes itself evident to us. 

This attitude, of course, is not unique to our age. History has taught 

us that every time we have grown complacent or arrogant in the faith, 

when we replace humility to the message of love with our own ego and 

desires, then our faith ends up paying a price and we fall badly in the 

process. 

Take the times of the Old Testament. God establishes a relationship 

with the Chosen People. The people make a covenant with God – if they 

are faithful to God then God provides them with land, food, security 

and love. The people often took this love for granted, going so far as to 

abandon their God altogether for the trappings of the secular world. The 

people figured that their relationship with God had plateaued and their 
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need for God was not so necessary anymore. As a result, the people 

drifted away from this life with God and forgot about their covenant 

with God. 

And because of their arrogance and ego, because the Chosen People 

forgot about the covenant, they lost their Northern Kingdom in 722 to 

the Assyrians and become so scattered that their presence to us becomes 

lost. In 586, they lose their Southern Kingdom to the Babylonians and 

become exiled from their land. As we are told in this story, only when 

the people repent and promise to return to their former ways does God 

return them back to their Promised Land and provides the blessings 

needed to live well. 

As the story goes, the Babylonians are conquered by the Assyrians, 

who are conquered by the Persians, who are overthrown by the Greeks, 

whose land is taken over by the Romans. In the First Century AD, the 

Chosen People were living rather well and had strong control over the 

religious that lived within their boundaries. It was here that the Chosen 

People plateaued once again, believing that they were strong enough to 



 

Rev. Peter G. Jankowski Page 8 
6th Sunday OT - A February 16-17, 2020 

force anyone to succumb to their way of life, including the Romans 

government. As a result, the Romans destroy the temple for a second 

time and dispersed the remaining faithful outside of Jerusalem. 

As the shift in the Christian story continues in the life of Constantine, 

we learn that this emperor and his successors eventually permitted 

Christianity to become the official religion of the empire, which 

extended from Rome to Constantinople and beyond. As Christianity 

grew, as Christianity experienced its peaks and valleys, the faithful 

constantly realized that the true secret to the faith was to live similarly 

to those who lived in the monasteries, forsaking the trappings of the 

world in favor of a simpler life devoted to God. We find out in this story 

that the more removed we become from the ways of the world and the 

more we enter into the life of God, the more our lives become at peace 

and we encounter an everlasting contentment and love that extends 

through the rest of our existence, in this world and the next. (I recently 

read an article about a woman who removed herself and her family 
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from the material world for the sake of the simple life. Her story of 

contentment is also found at the end of my online homily.) 

But as the Church grew, the temptations for power grew as well. 

Because of the Church’s growth and the growth of the empire, the 

leaders of the Church assumed political roles in the temporal world 

which was supposed to solidify the Church (and in many ways it did) 

but also caused great sin to enter the Church as well. It was at this point 

of the story where some leaders in the Church plateaued once again, 

falsely believing that they were the masters of the gospel message rather 

than the servant. To this end, the religious leaders of Rome and 

Constantinople, in their constant battle for control of the Church, 

excommunicated each other in 1054 and the Church split in the process, 

a split we are still trying to reconcile some one thousand years later. 

For the next five hundred years, the plateau became out of control. 

Among the good Church leaders that served the people with love 

existed some leaders who succumbed to the temptations of the world, 

committing sins that would cause the Church to fall once again in the 
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sixteenth century during the Protestant Reformation. Only when the 

Church corrected the abuses of that era was our faith life back on solid 

footing so that we could once again climb up the mountain. 

 
I tell you, unless your righteousness surpasses that of the scribes and 
Pharisees, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven. 
 
“You have heard that it was said to your ancestors, You shall not kill; 
and whoever kills will be liable to judgment. But I say to you, whoever is 
angry with his brother will be liable to judgment. 
 
 
How often do we need to remind ourselves about the importance of 

prayer, study and service? How often do we need to remind ourselves 

that attending Mass and listening to God’s world challenges us to 

continue that symbolic climb up the mountain of faith rather than 

remaining complacent about the way we live? You and I know all too 

well that except in places like Latin America or Africa, the rest of us are 

living a rather complacent life and are provided most the amenities 

necessary to live. Because we have the basic needs, we lesson our 

dependence on God and increase our desire for something else instead 
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of realizing that our entire existence and salvation depends on the God 

who made us and challenges us to live the life of faith. 

Yes, we all need to take time to rest; the plateaus of the faith exist for 

a reason. We also need to realize that the pursuit for salvation is a life-

long process that depends on how we build a relationship with the one 

who wishes to spend the rest of our existence with him. 

Let us never rest on our laurels or remain content simply where we 

are at in this journey of salvation. Let us strive to continue climbing, to 

continue loving, to continue learning and to continue sharing this story 

and this challenge with the people that we meet. This is the only way we 

are able to scale the mountain to arrive at the top. And this is our prayer 

today. 
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I have borrowed (edited) online from the Angahuan Travel Blog (2002) to 
give you a better idea about the Volcano I visited. 
 
Day 8: Volcán Paricutín 
December 18th, 2002 – by: Biedjee 
 
See http://www.travbuddy.com/travel-blogs/26005/Day-8-Volcn-
Paricutn-7 
 

Volcán Paricutín in the distance 
 
It was cold at night. Unbelievable. I had 
been warned that it could be somewhat 
cold in this mountain village, so you’d 
imagine hotel owners take that into 
account and the put blankets on the bed 
which keep you warm enough at night. 

Well, not quite so, despite the two blankets I had been freezing cold and 
I woke up with a sore throat and feeling as if I had a flu. 
 
I took some Paracetamol and vitamins to suppress the feeling and then 
quickly got dressed in extra warm clothes and took a local bus to the 
village of Angahuan. From here it was the plan to climb the Paricutín 
volcano. 
 

This is a very special volcano because it 
is only sixty years old. Legend tells of a 
local farmer named Dionisio Pulido who 
was working on his corn field on a 
sunny afternoon, 20 February 1943. And 
all of a sudden the ground started 
shaking steam started to vent from the 
ground. Unlike the normal eruption of a 

volcano this one started really slowly. Hundreds of scientists were able 
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to see the volcano grow up to 410 meters in a year’s time, while lava 
flows destroyed two nearby villages. Nobody got hurt because 
everything went so slowly. The volcano continued to grow and spit out 
lava until it blew its last puff in 1952. 
 
These days the volcano stands as a steep cone in the middle of a 
landscape of black lava, with a total height of nearly 2800 meters. The 
volcano is relatively easy to climb, but this is Macho-Mexico, so 
everything here is done on horseback. 

 
Volcán Paricutín 
 
When I got out of the bus there were 
several guys standing with horses, 
offering trips to the volcano. 
 
I had met a French couple on the bus, 
and we had decided to do this trip 

together, in order to share the cost of a guide. Basically you pay per 
horse, and as the guide rides a horse as well, we shared the cost of four 
horses with the three of us. 
 
OK, I’ll admit one little secret. I am deeply ashamed, but in hindsight I 
can laugh about it. I have to get used a bit to travelling again. I am used 
to doing things without really thinking about it. Just following my 
instincts. And for some reason that hasn’t been going so well so far... I 
mean, I knew I’d be riding a horse for a few hours today, but *still* I put 
on zip-off pants in the morning, which is the worst you can do when 
riding horse, as the zipper is exactly at that part of your leg which 
makes the most contact with the saddle. 
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Volcán Paricutín 
 
In other words, the imprint of the zipper 
was still visible in my leg three weeks 
later. 
 
Also I thought my daypack was way too 
heavy. I didn’t want to climb a volcano 

with a heavy backpack (despite my daypack not being any heavier than 
when I climbed volcanoes or mountains in Chile, New Zealand or Bali) 
so I threw out as much as I could. Camera bag, spare batteries, lenses, 
CD player, none of that was needed on a day trip. 
 
And I also threw out those unnecessary useless items like sun lotion and 
my hat. I mean, what do you need those for? When you wake up in the 
morning with flu, and it is cold outside, you don’t expect the sun to be 
shining at the top of a free standing volcano where no trees or anything 
grows in the vicinity. When I got back home at night I was seriously 
sunburnt. 
 

Volcán Paricutín 
 
My bald head was fiery red and I had 
blisters of second-degree burns on my 
nose. 
 
Anyway, the volcano. I feared the horse 
I was riding wouldn’t make it, five or six 

hours with ol’ heavy me on top. And all the time trotting and galloping - 
the latter was something the beast did less and less willingly. It was so 
tired I thought it would collapse underneath me. 
 
After three hours we arrived at the foot of the volcano, where we left the 
horses to climb the last 700 steep meters to the top. My fitness is not 



 

Rev. Peter G. Jankowski Page 15 
6th Sunday OT - A February 16-17, 2020 

what it once used to be. I’m afraid working as a salesman or in an office 
isn’t really beneficial to the health of the human being. But fortunately I 
was here with two chain-smoking French people, so compared to them 
it looked as if I was walking up the mountain with all the ease in the 
world. 
 

Volcán Paricutín 
 
The view from the top of the crater was 
wonderful. Everywhere you looked you 
could see where the lava had flowed, up 
to and including the two villages that 
were flooded by the lava flows. 
 

The only thing that bothered me was the amount of trash everywhere. 
Mexicans seem to have a collective goal of turning their country into the 
largest refuse-dump in the world. So the nature park around Volcán 
Paricutín was littered with plastic bags, empty soda bottles and beer 
cans, and the crater itself really resembled a refuse-dump, as it was 
completely filled with rubbish. 
 
Our guide told me how he and his colleagues did a clean-up every 
week, clearing all the rubbish that Mexican day trippers leave here in 
the weekends. 
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We arrived around the same time as a Mexican school 
class of teenagers and their teachers. 
 
Templo San Juan 
 
They demonstrated just how much rubbish one can 
produce during lunch. Our guide explained that there 
were two accompanying teachers, and it was their 
duty to teach the kids some responsibility, but he 

doubted they would, so he walked over to have a chat with them. At 
first the teachers refused. I heard them say “where else are we going to 
leave the rubbish?” but in the end they ordered the kids to collect the 
rubbish and carry it out with them. See? It isn’t so hard. 
 
In that aspect Mexico still has a long way to go. I still have hopes to find 
one kilometer free of litter in this country, but I’m afraid it is in vain. 
 
On the way back we made a stop at the Templo San Juan Paragaricutiro, 
the only visible remains of the two villages that were destroyed by the 
lava flows. Part of the church front and one of the towers is still 
standing. 
 

Templo San Juan 
 
It’s a very surreal image, half a church 
embedded in the black rock. 
However, following good Catholic 
tradition, the remains of the church are 
still considered sacred, so people still 
pass by the ruins to lay flowers and say 

a little prayer. Most of the Mexican tourists visiting the area don’t even 
venture further than this ruin. They can’t be bothered about the whole 
volcano. 
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By the time we were back in Angahuan I was completely wasted. Six 
hours on an old Mexican horse is not for the faint hearted, and I just 
couldn’t walk anymore. 
 
When I got back in Uruapan I went straight to bed. I was clever enough 
to use my sleeping bag this time, so that I wouldn’t get cold at night, 
and I was asleep within minutes. In hindsight that might not have been 
the best of ideas... 
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First Person: I’m Living with Less and 
Enjoying the Simple Life 

 
By Melissa Matters January 21, 2014 2:54 PM  
 
See http://finance.yahoo.com/news/first-person-m-living-less-
enjoying-simple-life-195400360--
finance.html;_ylt=AwrBEiKRngFTOzUA9MXQtDMD  
 
According to a recent Gallup Poll, in December U.S. consumer spending 
was at its highest “since September 2008.” Furthermore, on average 
during this month, “Americans spent $96 per day.” This jump in 
spending is another signal the economy appears to be improving. Since 
my family is debt-free and has a steady stream of income, it’s easy to 
want to spend more. However, due to the recession, I have grown 
accustomed to living with less. In addition, I have found that living a 
simple financial life has made me happier. 
 
Fewer New Possessions, Less Stress 
 
My husband and I often say we are glad we have older cars. Both of our 
cars are over 10 years old with over 100,000 miles on them. While we 
take good care of our cars, we don’t worry if one of our automobiles gets 
a little ding. However, if we had just spent $30,000 on a brand new car, a 
dent would be upsetting. Furthermore, since our cars are paid off, we 
have less financial stress. A car payment would prevent us from saving 
and put a strain on our finances. For this reason, we will drive our cars 
until they start needing more than routine maintenance. If one car were 
to completely break down, we would rather share a car, use public 
transportation and bike/walk, than purchase another car. 
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Less Frustration 
 
In America, as of 2012, over 90 percent of people subscribed to cable. 
Furthermore, in 2013, 56 percent of U.S. adults are now smartphone 
owners. Yet, I have tried to scale back on my technology purchases. 
After all, it can be very frustrating to buy a new smartphone or 
television and have it not work properly. Furthermore, when you pay 
for a service such as cable and it isn’t functioning properly, this can be 
bothersome, especially if you are in the middle of a big game. Since we 
don’t have cable, I can’t get frustrated. In addition, I don’t have to spend 
a day waiting for the cable provider to come out and fix my service. 
Likewise, we purchased one smartphone, primarily for my husband, but 
I decided to keep my basic cell phone. After all, if my toddler throws my 
outdated, $25 cell phone on the ground, I’m not going to skip a beat. 
Yet, having to fix or replace a new smartphone could be costly. I still use 
my husband’s smartphone for couponing, making money and taking 
pictures. However, since we are only paying for one data package, our 
cell phone bill stays relatively low. 
 
Fewer Luxuries 
 
In my 20s, I used to go out to eat more, buy expensive clothing and 
purchase gourmet coffee. However, if I spend more, I have to work 
more. As a result, I have less time to spend with my family. Having 
fewer luxuries allows me to put more money away for a rainy day. By 
spending less, I am not as wrapped up in materialism. As a result, I can 
enjoy the simple things in life. 
 
Living with less can be beneficial for your health, your family and your 
bank statement. 


