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REVERSE ENGINEERING DISCIPLESHIP 
[Jesus] said, “The Son of Man must suffer greatly and be rejected by the elders, 

the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed and on the third day be raised.” 
Then he said to all, “If anyone wishes to come after me, he must deny himself 

and take up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever wishes to save his life will lose 
it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will save it. What profit is there for one to gain 
the whole world yet lose or forfeit himself? Luke 9: 22-25 

 
I am that child who took clocks apart to discover what made them tick. And I am 

also that child who tried to put them back together minus one or two or half a dozen 
extra parts that I swear I had never seen before. Also, the clocks unfortunately never 
ever worked properly again if at all. And I was eager to go find that next clock to take 
apart. You think I would have eventually learned my lesson after a while. Instead I left 
behind a sad trail of dead clocks and very puzzled parents. Okay, two clocks that I 
remember. And one of them was without question dead long before I took it apart. 

In my experience curiosity is a better motivator and teacher than fear or necessity 
can ever be. Curiosity is seldom in any hurry. Fear and necessity on the other hand will 
impose external pressure on us. And curiosity, if it imposes any pressure at all, is driven 
internally by a desire to learn and, to some degree, to be caught up in wonder and awe, 
amazement and joy and eager expectation. When I picture curiosity, I picture a kitten or 
a puppy or a small child crawling on the living room floor on all fours. There’s 
excitement in their voice, a twinkle in their eyes and a lightness in their step. And the 
search for truth is a wonder to watch. But arriving at truth is never a quick and sure 
task, not for curiosity or fear or necessity. But with curiosity, there is seldom a threat of 
danger or loss when truth is not rushed. And when time is not a critical factor, as when 
we acquire truly important life lessons from raising houseplants, raising pets, or raising 
children, the lightbulb comes on without anyone noticing but us. So unless you’re one 
of those people who like to announce for all the world to hear the exact moment you’re 
having an epiphany, you get to enjoy your moment of truth without drama or scrutiny. 
I think it’s a much more effective way because you do the work yourself. There is no 
teacher struggling to explain it to you, no tutor hovering worried over your shoulder, 
no bully crowding you demanding you get your act together. 

Now the most enduring life lessons in my life were only learned in hindsight. I 
guess it’s safe to say we all learn life lessons only in hindsight. And it’s like a spotlight 
is turned on when a life lesson finally sinks in. When I taught 9th Grade Algebra half a 
lifetime ago, or more accurately when I tried to teach 9th Grade Algebra half a lifetime 
ago, I was convinced the work of teaching I was engaged in was the important task, and 
if I wasn’t getting through I was failing at the task. Then a life lesson came crashing 
down on my head. One time I had repeated a lesson at least a half dozen times. And 



each time I asked if I needed to explain it again, at least half the class would raise their 
hand. Finally I decided on a different approach. I called a student forward who said he 
understood. I asked him to explain it on the board. He used much of the same words I 
had used. And while he taught the lesson, the lightbulbs started coming on. When he 
finished, I asked if anyone needed to hear it again. No hands went up. I learned 
something amazing that day. Whenever I wasn’t getting through, all I needed to do was 
call on a student. I came to the conclusion that day there could be more joy in learning if 
learning was the higher priority. And if it were, we will find better ways to achieve it. 

A lively bright flame will spark curiosity. A stern warning not to touch the flame 
might actually intensify that curiosity. But getting your finger singed will be a more 
memorable learning experience than getting yelled at. When your finger is in pain, 
untold wisdom will rain down upon you in buckets. And you will never ever again 
pursue that curiosity to put your finger to a flame. And yet people keep getting their 
fingers singed. Sometimes more than once. 

 
Jesus said to the crowds, “When you see [a] cloud rising in the west you say 

immediately that it is going to rain—and so it does; and when you notice that the wind 
is blowing from the south you say that it is going to be hot—and so it is. You 
hypocrites! You know how to interpret the appearance of the earth and the sky; why do 
you not know how to interpret the present time? Matthew 12: 54-56 

 
In this Lenten season we have opportunity to examine the signs around us in the 

world and in our lives and receive wisdom that God wants to share with us. God might 
send wisdom our way while we sit in quiet contemplation and intense prayer. But our 
preferences and practices can sometimes get in the way of God’s attempts to lead us to 
wisdom. We might feel better that we’ve completed our regimen of personal prayer, 
some planned process of speaking to God in the quiet of our hearts and picking up the 
scriptures to hear God speak, listening to meditative music or a recorded message from 
a charismatic preacher. But we have a resource within easy reach to help us become 
better disciples. Because unless the time we spend in prayer impacts our daily life, our 
attitudes and relationships, it’s nothing more than a pleasant visit or a nap. It might 
leave us rested and content for a time, and sometimes that’s all it will ever be, but we’re 
possibly missing out on learning important life lessons.  

Take for instance the challenges we experience with people we interact with each 
day, family members, colleagues or classmates (I hope we have young people joining us 
in this series), and even total strangers. The experiences that might weigh heavy on us 
are the ones that leave us depleted and irritable. If our interactions are recurring, we 
have material to examine and learn from.  

How often do these interactions occur? Do we see them coming? Do they take us 
by surprise? What attitudes do we bring? Compassion? Defensiveness? Hospitality? 
Resistance? Who gets to set the tone? And how do we respond to that tone? 

I visited a lady once in the hospital who I was informed would talk your ear off 
and who was admitted while visiting family in the area. But her husband had returned 



home out of state. And she was hoping to be sent home in a day or two. She had 
stopped taking her medications which among other things caused her blood pressure 
and heartrate to spike. I had been asked to visit in my capacity as a Catholic priest. But 
if I was only determined to do the job I was sent for, I would have been in and out as 
quickly as I could. Instead I let her talk first. I tried to sift through everything she was 
telling me and realized she was lonely and fearful. So when she paused long enough for 
me to get a word in edgewise, I asked about her husband and family and anything that 
might help her relax. Every time she veered off topic, I tried gently to reel her in. We 
visited for a while more. I don’t remember much of what I said. I don’t believe I said 
very much. But as I was taking leave, she thanked me for listening, and said she would 
pray for me. I thanked her. And when I sat in prayer later that day, I learned a lesson in 
kindness and how it’s not so much what you say that matters, but that you listen. 
Listening is a powerful weapon against loneliness and fear. 

Recurring interactions tend to eventually follow a recognizable pattern. And if 
we can anticipate trouble before it happens, we are better prepared. We can approach 
the encounter with a better attitude. We can be more alert to distress signals in facial 
expression and body language that we can help deescalate. It can make for a much 
more pleasant and productive interaction. And we can come away less depleted and 
irritable. It’s like reading into weather patterns of storm clouds and warm winds. And 
when we know a storm is coming, we can at least bring an umbrella and wear boots. No 
need to get worked up about things we can’t control.  

 
[And Jesus continues,] “Why do you not judge for yourselves what is right? If 

you are to go with your opponent before a magistrate, make an effort to settle the 
matter on the way; otherwise your opponent will turn you over to the judge, and the 
judge hand you over to the constable, and the constable throw you into prison. I say to 
you, you will not be released until you have paid the last penny.” Matthew 12: 57-59 

 
It doesn’t have to be an episode of Law and Order, but there’s a lot we can learn 

from knowing how other people might react to what we say and do. Some people will 
not hesitate to say out loud they could care less what other people think about them 
and what they say and do. And to some extent, I applaud their self-confidence and 
conviction. But there are in fact instances where we do care what people think about us 
and what we say and do. Some of us are perpetually haunted by the look of worry we 
would get from grandma whom we loved dearly or the look of approval from mom or 
dad that we desperately craved. We might say we don’t care what other people might 
think or say about us, but we would be devastated if we disappointed people for whom 
we have great respect. So we have the ability to judge rightly for ourselves before we 
say or do anything, especially if the repercussions might adversely affect our freedom 
or our way of life or the people we love. 

So when we look at our following in Jesus’ footsteps, we have many resources 
within easy reach that might help us focus better during this Lenten season. There’s still 
much that will be predictable in the way our days unfold, who we’re going to see and 



who we’re going to speak to, where we’re going and what we’ll be doing. We can then 
more easily attend to the things that are within our control, our attitudes, our thoughts, 
our words, our actions. So we leave less to chance and achieve better outcomes. I had 
hoped to learn how a clock ticks by taking it apart. I have a better idea now. But that 
experience in my childhood has taught me as well to examine my own everyday 
experience and hear God speak to me and teach me how to be a better person, a better 
son and brother and friend, and a better disciple of his beloved Son. It’s a kind of 
reverse engineering, looking at the unintended outcome and figuring out how not to 
make that happen again, and looking at the desired outcome and figuring out how to 
get there. The Lord Jesus embraced the cross to bring about our salvation. He invites us 
to follow after him and embrace our cross, the imperfect world we live in, our physical 
challenges, the flawed and amazing people in our lives, those who keep us from 
becoming our best, or rather who challenge us to be our best, and our lack of conviction 
sometimes to live up to our baptismal dignity and the mission of mercy and 
reconciliation God has entrusted to us. 
 
 
Let us pray. 
Heavenly Father, each Lenten season you invite us to draw near to be cleansed of our 
sinfulness and be reconciled with you and our neighbor. Give us courage to take up the 
challenge to follow in the footsteps of your Son, to embrace our cross each day, and to 
love your children, our sisters and brothers, with the same mercy you so graciously 
extend to us. Bless us with your wisdom and peace. May we be ever grateful for your 
favor, your presence and your action in our lives. 
We ask this through Christ our Lord. 
Amen. 
 
 
Rev. Rolo B. Castillo 
St. John the Evangelist Catholic Church 
Waynesboro VA 
24 February 2021 


