Mass of Thanksgiving with Children and Young People

Wednesday, 7th November 2012

It is truly with joy that I begin my pastoral visit here in Owerri by meeting you, dear and beloved young people, who are the hope of the Church, the ultimate heirs of the evangelization of those who one hundred years ago gave their lives to the Lord to announce the Gospel in this blessed land.

After having listened to today’s Gospel, I would like to reflect with you on the words that the liturgy proposes for our consideration.

The Gospel that we have just heard, given to us by Saint Matthew (Mt. 11, 25-30), is a valuable prayer that Jesus addresses to His Father, it allows us to hear word for word the way Jesus prayed to His Father and to understand the intimate relation between Jesus and the Father.

In this prayer Jesus shows us that we should be thankful to God for the gifts He has given us and to thank Him because we are meant to be gifts to others.
Jesus gives thanks to the Father in heaven that there are people who know what real prosperity means, that the simple and the childlike, are people who believe that the best gifts are the gifts of the heart: love, joy, peace, and not simply external, material things. Jesus is meek and humble of heart. He teaches us how to ask God for these gifts of the heart, to work on them, and give thanks for them.
We all try every day to pray as best we can, as Jesus has taught us, by saying the wonderful prayer of the Our Father. But this time Jesus, the Father and each one of us are given the privilege to be present, in this prayer. And so as we are gathered here, in the House of God, as one family to take part in this Mass, let us all together be part of this Gospel as if we were in the time of Jesus, close to Him, so close to him as being able to hear his voice as he prays to the Father!

What is Jesus saying in his prayer to his Father? Jesus begins with a word of admiration, expressing His inner joy: "I thank thee, Father, Lord of heaven and earth ...".

Jesus is saying that he wants to give thanks for the wonderful things that the Father does all the time! Looking around, Jesus recognizes in everything the presence of God the Creator, who lovingly made ​everything that exists on earth and in heaven, and in the face of so much beauty, he rejoices and is moved.  
He continues his prayer, and says why, at this moment, he feels so full of gratitude to his Father: "I thank thee, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hid these things from the wise and the learned and have revealed them to little ones”.
What are the hidden things about which Jesus is talking? To what is he referring? And who are the little ones? The object about which Jesus is talking is God’s love and mercy.

Let's pay attention to the words because they are important!

The Master is not saying that the Father has revealed his secrets to those who do not know anything. The Lord Jesus is not praising those who do not want to learn anything, those who do not want to understand what is being taught! He is saying that the deep love of the Father cannot be known by those who believe that they are wise enough that they do not need God.

The Good Father gives his love to all and excludes no one! It's just that those who feel very good, very intelligent, well-trained, super knowledgeable and say that they do not need God or others, will not be able to feel the wonderful and sincere Love without end through which God surrounds us!

Jesus says, this mystery of the love of God is understood well by the little ones. Who are the little ones? At the time when Jesus was speaking and looking around him, he met the sight of the Pharisees who were there ready to criticize and attack him in all that he did and say; he met the eyes of sinners who were looking for mercy; he saw his disciples who with attention and joy were accepting his word; he met the eyes of those that were in need, of the solders, etc.

But for me today what is the meaning of these words? Let me explain.

Whenever we feel full of admiration for all the good things that God has created, we are the little ones of which Jesus speaks! Whenever we feel full of thanksgiving for all the good things that accompany our lives through our parents, brothers, sisters, grandparents, friends, our church, our country, or our school and all that helps us to grow together and become the best people we can be, this gratitude makes us look like the little ones that Jesus is praying about. When we place ourselves in the hands of Jesus we are the little ones. Every time in our lives that we recognize that we need God and that our life is empty without his presence, then we are the little ones for whom Jesus rejoices! Let us with simplicity accept Jesus as our companion in the journey of our life; at school, at home, on the road, letting ourselves participate in this mystery of being ‘little’.

The second aspect of the Word of God is in relation to prayer. It is important that we learn to pray as Jesus prays. He does not just pray to his Father to say thank you and to enjoy His love! He does not just pray to his Father asking him for something that he needs. The love that the Father and the Son have for each other becomes a love directed at the people who are around Jesus. So here in this prayer Jesus is showing us that when we pray to the Father in Heaven we should thank him and then end our prayer by praying not only for our needs but also for the needs of those people who are around us so that we could be able to become ourselves gifts to others.

The evangelist Saint Matthew tells us that there is a crowd that was following the Master because they wanted to hear him.  The words with which Jesus concludes his prayer are addressed to the crowd, but they are also addressed to us: "Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest".

Let us invite the Lord Jesus to come and stay with us! He is telling each and every one of us: “Give me all your joy, all your fears, all your worries, all your weariness, and I will give you peace and consolation!” It is as if the Master is inviting us, one by one, to go and sit on his lap and talk to him heart to heart, softly, confiding our sorrows, our fears, our joys.

It is wonderful to know that always, and I say again always, in any situation in our life, we can go to Jesus, we can turn to Him, knowing that he will never abandon us! This thought is so beautiful, to be sure that whatever happens the Lord is ready to welcome us and give us peace! 

Let us say ‘thanks’ to the Good Father of all the good things we experience, to sing to Him our thanks for all the love that He gives us. 

Many times we will judge ourselves, and others will judge us, based on what things we have accomplished, or what material goods we own. These are not bad things, but the best thing is to realize that God's gifts of the heart touch us in the deepest part of who we are, in a way that no job, or school degree, or riches, can ever touch us. Open your hearts and minds to God to be able to accept his gifts, give thanks for them, and help them grow in your lives so that you can then become gifts for others, each of you in a particular way. So give thanks!

Let us finally give thanks for the gift of faith that, was proclaimed by the missionaries 100 years ago. A Faith in Jesus that the people of the towns and villages in this part of Nigeria accepted with joy and which they, not only kept, but transmitted to you their children. A faith in Jesus which lets you call God, Father; a Father that loves you so much that He sent his Son who died for us on the cross but who at the third day rose again.  May our Mother, the blessed Mary and Mother of Jesus, bless you all and keep you constantly under her constant protection. May the Lord bless you.

