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Oil & Wine  Twenty-eighth Sunday in Ordinary Time  11 October 2009
• Wis 7:7-11  • Ps 90 (89):12-17  • Heb 4:12-13  • Mark 10:17-30

The recent meeting of the G20 nations resolved to strengthen the developed countries’ support for the most vulnerable and poor developing countries, and also to share the wisdom of the latter so that together there will be what the United Nations Secretary General, Ban-Ki-moon, calls “An unswerving, collective, long-term effort” to resolve the tragedy of the imbalance of riches and issue of poverty before the conscience of the world. Today’s gospel, therefore, is timely in its relevance for our Christian consciences.
Jesus is about to continue his journey, a journey that will take him to Jerusalem, to his passion, death and resurrection, as he has been trying to explain to his disciples. At this moment, a man runs up to him, kneels down before him, and calls him “Good Teacher.” Jesus responds in what seems something of a put-down as he replies that no one is good but God alone, for Jesus’ ‘goodness’ is dependent on his union with God, and we are ‘good’ only in our union with God. Perhaps the man is rather too effusive in his approach, too centred on the “I,” on what he must do to inherit eternal life, and Jesus wants to deflect the man’s attention away from himself and his own efforts on to God who is the good and generous giver of the gift of eternal life. Jesus then places the man within his own faith tradition, quoting to him the ‘social’ commandments of the Decalogue, with the Markan addition of “you shall not defraud.” The man’s reply, that he has kept all these from his youth, implies that he is searching for something more, that there is still an emptiness in his life, and at this Mark adds the moving human detail that “Jesus, looking at him, loved him,” with the love that precedes all our callings to Christian discipleship. 
Sensing the man’s longing for radical love and relationships, Jesus offers him a radical challenge that such love deserves: to extend his love of God shown by his obedience to the social commandments and show his practical love by selling all his possessions and giving the money to the poor. Then, bare and dispossessed before God, he will be exposed only to the security of God’s loving providence. Such abandonment of wealth means, as Brendan Byrne comments, that the man “simply transfers it into a far more secure ‘bank,’ a heavenly one, so that he will have ‘treasure’ in heaven.” But these words of Jesus cast a shadow over the bright landscape of this encounter of eager love, and the man goes away, both shocked and grieving, because he has many possessions. As with the discussion of marriage and discipleship that we heard last Sunday, here is another example of the demands made by the following of Jesus. When the man takes the eyes of his heart off Jesus and focuses on his possessions, he does not dare to risk the new possibilities of  freedom and companionship as a disciple of Jesus and turns away to the old restraints of companionship with his many material possessions. Jesus allows the man to go because love never controls, even though it may grieve.
We can be possessive about our relationships, our ambitions, our social status, but Mark does not want us to leave the issue of possessiveness of material goods too soon and, for those of us in affluent societies, it is significant that this portion of the gospel continues with two more conversations about wealth, one with Jesus and the whole group of his disciples who are nonplussed by the encounter with the rich man, and the other with Peter, who is typically ready with his “What about us?” question. Not only the 1st century church of Mark, but that of every age must understand that material riches are a great obstacle to entering heaven, and to drive this point home, Jesus makes an exaggerated and metaphorical comparison. It is as hard for a rich person to enter heaven as it is for a camel to go through the eye of a needle! But then to thread this impossibility with hope, Jesus adds that even though this may be humanly impossible, nothing is impossible for God. Before God we are all beggars of love and salvation.
The disciples have apparently left everything to follow Jesus, but we have seen in the gospel readings over the last few weeks that they are still possessive about some of their preconceptions: about what the messiah should be like, about suffering, about who should be last and first. It will take many ‘leavings,’ ironically their leaving of Jesus in Gethsemane on the eve of his passion and their post-resurrection shame, before they are sufficiently stripped of their own illusions about themselves and about discipleship of a risen and forgiving Jesus. Peter is assured by Jesus that those who have given up possessions and relationships, especially those of their natural family, in order to follow him, will receive a hundredfold: new relationships in the new ‘family of God,’ new possessions that are the fruit of hearing and doing the word of God, and the most cherished possession of all – eternal life. The praise and promise that Jesus offers will involve a reversal of values, for it will be directed to those whom society and culture regard as the least. Again Jesus challenges disciples with the paradox of the first becoming last and the last first. And all this will not be a cosy and risk-free. It will come “with persecutions” – not only dramatic suffering, but also the small sufferings of the contemporary challenge of “living simply so that all may simply live.”
***This has surely come to our tragic attention in the last two weeks with the suffering of the people of Sumatra, Samoa, Tonga and the Philippines, and the devastation caused by earthquakes, tsumanis and typhoons. We need to respond both through generous donations to the various fund-raising efforts and with our prayers. Even though we may consider that we do not have ‘great possessions,’ we are ‘rich’ when compared with the situation of thousands of these people, and we cannot just walk away from the demands of our discipleship of Jesus.***  
This first reading from the Book of Wisdom, written in the late 1st century BCE, is presented as the prayer of Solomon, but it is a reinterpretation of the king’s prayer in 1 Kgs 3:5-9. Its deliberate attribution to Solomon adds to it the authority of a significant person in Israel’s history (an accepted device of ancient authorship) who both yearned for wisdom and also knew his own limitations. Wisdom is personified as the feminine image of God, with whom Solomon has such a passionate love affair that power and wealth, precious gems or honours fade into insignificance. Solomon is aware of his own fragility and vulnerability in solidarity with all humanity, and he seeks a guide for his life. He is open to that ‘something more’ that the man of the gospel was also seeking. But Solomon rejoices so much in the gifts of wisdom that the more he receives the more he gives. Gratitude leads to generosity. How wise are we in this way?
With the refrain of the responsorial Ps 90 (89) we rejoice in God’s overwhelming love for us which overcomes any sorrow. Our days are short, even for those who live into a long old age, but in God is the wisdom of the ages into which we will die and live. God’s love is the source and expression of divine pity, joy and prosperity for all God’s children. And in the fullness of time, God’s wisdom became incarnate in Christ, the “wisdom of God and the power of God (1 Cor 1:24), in whose name we gather today.
The word of God is “living and active,” says the author of the Letter to the Hebrews. With what we can compare to precise ‘spiritual surgery’ it can cut through to our hearts and expose our wisdom or foolishness: our divided loyalties, our secret intentions and hidden thoughts.  The one to whom this is exposed is not God, before whom we are all naked and known in our most personal and intimate depths. The word of God, if we handle it well and reverently, exposes our own successes and failures of discipleship to ourselves. These few verses are a wonderful endorsement and encouragement of a daily review of our lives so that we may see, judge and act according to the wisdom of the gospel.
Benedict is so convinced that the word of God is alive and active that it is the great animating presence in his community’s life. Indeed, the whole Rule of Benedict can be called a commentary on the word of God as this is lived in a particular gospel lifestyle. Benedict devotes twelve chapters (RB 8-19) to discussion of the Work of God (Opus Dei), as the Liturgy of the Hours was then called. Both the cosmos and our own bodies have a rhythm of night and day, of moonlight and starlight, of morning light and full noon, of sleeping and waking, and Benedict calls his communities seven times a day to stop, to listen, and to be attentive to the word of God now in the recitation of the psalms and the readings from holy scripture. This liturgy enables biblical wisdom to permeate the whole day, and a mindfulness of the presence of God – who never forgets us – to be renewed and refreshed despite the pressures of time. We often describe such pressures as  deadlines that we have to meet. The Liturgy of the Hours calls us to a living meeting with God and with one another (cf. RB 19). Even when we recite the Hours with a daily timeline very different to the Rule, or when we pray them alone, because it is the Prayer of the Church, we are called to pray with an expanded consciousness as a member of the body of Christ, and so as actively participating in the Work of God: that salvation in Christ for all peoples and for the cosmos that is the bringing to birth of the new creation.
The frequent mention of lectio divina, the sacred reading of scripture, is mentioned ten times in the twenty-five verses of RB 48, ‘On the Daily Manual Labour,’ because such reading is to be a daily exposure to what we have heard the Letter to the Hebrews call the “living and active” word of God. This is a word that is not for information but for the formation and transformation of the heart. In the last chapter of his Rule, Benedict again speaks of the reading of word of God that always has priority because it is “a completely reliable guide for human life” (RB 73.3). As such, it is not only a summons to the monastic community, but to all Christians who desire the word of God to pulse through and transform their daily lives. 
