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Oil & Wine  Fifteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time  12 July 2009
• Amos 7;12-15  • Ps 85:9-14  • Eph 1:3-14  • Mark 6:7-13

This Sunday’s gospel is a cameo of the empowerment and responsibility that Jesus gives to all who, in the words of the second reading from the Letter to the Ephesians, are “chosen in Christ…according to the good pleasure of God’s will” (Eph 1:4-5). At the time of their call, Mark had described the Twelve as “those whom he wanted,” those who were “to be with him,” and “to be sent out to proclaim the message, and to have authority to cast out demons” (Mark 3:13-15). Now it is time for them to do this on their first mission. The apostles have served their apprenticeship with Jesus; have witnessed him teaching, healing and exorcising – and also being rejected by the people of Nazareth, his hometown. We might wonder how much they have really learned from their companionship, as their responses to Jesus have been the accusation of not caring about them during the storm on the lake, and impatience with him on their way to Jairus’ house when he stops to heal the haemorraghing woman! But for our consolation, Jesus is willing to work with less than perfect disciples like ourselves, and to entrust his mission to our successes and failures.

The missionary survival kit of the Twelve consists of the authority and word of Jesus, the providence of God and the hospitality of those who would open their hearts and homes to them and their good news. There is to be no delaying to pack luggage that will only become an intolerable burden along the way. Without any bread, bags or money, they will pay their way only by offering the word of God, and are to receive no money in return. Like their exodus ancestors, they are to take with them their staffs and sandals, symbols of the urgency of their mission that is also a call to freedom – the freeing of enslaved bodies, hearts and psyches. What a person wore was an important indicator of status and ethnicity in 1st century Palestine, but the apostles are to have only one tunic. This is perhaps Mark’s reference to the truth that what is essential for a follower of Christ is “to have clothed yourselves with Christ” (Gal 3:27) through baptism, which also calls us to his mission. The Twelve are to go “two by two,” according to the Jewish tradition that required at least two witnesses for the truth of any testimony. No matter how poor or simple the hospitality that is offered to the Twelve, they are to accept and be contented with this, and not try to curry favour and look for more comfortable accommodation or congenial company. If people welcome them, knowing that in the company of Jesus they have associated with the poor and marginalised and taboo people, this will spread acceptance of the compassionate and reigning presence of God throughout the region.

It is a different situation if the Twelve meet implacable opposition to their mission. In that case, they are to make the prophetic Jewish gesture of shaking off from their feet the very dust of the unwelcoming place, just as Jews did when returning home to Israel from foreign soil. All that would be left to the inhospitable household would be insubstantial dust. We all need to be prayerfully and humbly discerning about when to stay and when to move on in our ministries. And, like Jesus, we need to learn the painful lesson of failure, but without making a career of our victimhood. It is the readiness for our effort, not the outcome, that is our responsibility. A Jewish story illustrates this:

“Where can I find the messiah?” the disciple asked his master.

“He is there, at the city gates,” said the master, “sitting among the beggars.”

“But how will I know which beggar is the messiah?” asked the disciple.

The master answered, “The beggars take off all their bandages at once, and gaze on their wounds to win pity. But the messiah only takes off one bandage at a time, saying to himself, ‘I must be ready to go when I am needed.’”    
In the first reading we meet a prophet who is sent by God on a mission from the southern kingdom of Judah to the northern kingdom of Israel. Amos was quite happy being a herdsman and pruner of fig trees, one who punctured the fruit and removed the insects that would destroy it. Then c. 760-750 BCE, God plucks Amos from his daily tasks and sends him to draw out the evil from Israel with his cutting prophetic words. Amos is an unlikely prophet, but he is God’s choice, and one not associated with any school of prophets, shrine or court. These are, in fact, to be the main groups that Amos is called to prune of their practices of injustice and lifestyle of idle affluence. Amaziah, a priest of the royal sanctuary at Bethel, and suspicious of anyone who might undercut allegiance to the king or threaten Amaziah’s own status, tells Amos to get back to his own territory. In the portion that we hear today, Amos simply replies that it wasn’t his choice to be a prophet, but he was called and sent by God and, welcome or unwelcome, that is what he intends to be. As with Amos, this choice is to be enough for the Twelve on their mission, and enough for us as we try to live our baptismal commitment as God’s prophetic people, especially when we need to disturb or be disturbed for the sake of justice.

We respond to this reading with verses from Ps 85. When faithfulness, justice and peace are active within a community, it is as though God and his people meet, embrace and kiss one another. Such a relationship is imaged as making a path for God to come and be present in the world. This is a response that we are called to make by more than words on our lips. Our actions must witness that liturgy and life also embrace.

For the next seven weeks the second reading is from the Letter to the Ephesians. Most scholars hold that this letter was not written by Paul himself but by a close colleague or disciple of Paul who collected, edited and circulated Paul’s teaching to encourage the church at Ephesus. It is in this sense that “Paul” will be referred to as the author of this letter. This letter is cosmic in its vision, seeing the plan of God as gathering all things in heaven and on earth into the mystery of Christ. Just as Amos and the Twelve were chosen, called and blessed by God, so are all those who are called in and through Jesus Christ to be God’s sons and daughters in the Son. So large and deep is this mystery, that it is perhaps best not to try to analyse every word, but rather to surrender to the mystery of God’s loving choice of us to offer “praise to the glory of God’s grace that he has freely bestowed upon us in the Beloved.” Together with the Ephesians, we are reminded that God did not choose us because we are holy, but so that we might become holy, in Christ. Despite our ordinariness, our vulnerability, our mistakes, Christ warms and softens us with his love so that we take the impression of the Holy Spirit, the “seal” which claims us as God’s own people and is a “pledge” of our inheritance “to the praise of his glory.”

There were certain kinds of discontented monks who Benedict describes as “gyrovagues,” because they spend their whole lives gyrating from monastery to monastery, shopping around for more congenial company in the community or better physical accommodation. Benedict has to cut his words short about these monks lest he fall into too bitter a condemnation (RB 1.10-13)! Their attitude is the very opposite to stability. Benedict is not condemning travel for legitimate reasons, as is obvious from the prayers and support that he calls the community to offer for those who are sent on a journey (RB 67). There are appropriate rituals to ask a blessing on their departure and to welcome them on their return, although the attitude to the possibility of faults they have committed along the way seems very negative to people like us who are much more accustomed to travel in a mobile world. Travel which is today necessary for study, lecturing, or many ministries is certainly not to be regarded as ‘gyrovaguing.’ Contemporary ‘gyrovaguing’ in any lifestyle can be more subtle in its expression, as when we skim over the surface of our lives looking for the more receptive audience, the deeper appreciation of our talents, the more comfortable work or living situation. 
