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Oil & Wine  Twenty-fourth Sunday in Ordinary Time 13 September 2009
• Is 50:4c-9a  • Ps 116 (115): 1-6, 8-9  • James 2:14-18  • Mark 8:27-35

The gospel for this Sunday has often been called the ‘hinge’ of Mark’s gospel because it swings open to us the door by which we hear how we are to enter into the way of companionship with Jesus in his suffering, death and resurrection. That Jesus and his disciples are “on the way” into this future is repeated many times in the second half of Mark’s gospel, especially in the three predictions of the passion, the first of which we hear today. It is symbolically the way of self-sacrifice and suffering servanthood which leads to new life. 
The scene begins with a report of Jesus and his disciples travelling to a new location, a place whose history stands in sharp contrast to the gospel event and confession that we are about to hear. Jesus takes his disciples to the area around Caesarea Philippi, in the foothills of Mount Hermon and near the headwaters of the Jordan River. Since times of antiquity, this had been the sacred place for the worship of the Canaanite god Baal (cf. Josh 11:17; 1 Chr 5:23), and significant battles had been fought there. In this place Herod the Great had built a temple in honour of the emperor Caesar Augustus, and after Herod’s death in 4 BCE the area passed to his son, Herod Philip, who enlarged the city and renamed it as Caesarea Philippi after Caesar Augustus and himself.  P(B)anias was the Greek name given to the place because of a huge cave sanctuary that was dedicated to the Greek nature god Pan. This place of monument to pagan gods, to past military power and worldly wealth, to political leadership and often ruthless domination, is the scenario for Jesus’ very different teaching about a suffering Messiah.
Immediately before these verses of Mark’s gospel there is the ‘two stage’ healing of the blind man at Bethsaida (Mark 8:22-26), and after the third passion prediction there will be the account of the healing of the blind Bartimaeus (Mark 10:46-52). Sandwiched in between is Jesus’ struggle to heal the ‘blindness’ of his disciples about his true identity and mission. Readers of Mark’s gospel have known the answer to this from the very first verse which proclaimed: “The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (Mark 1:1), but the human participants in the drama, the disciples included, have not recognised this (cf. Mark 4:41; 6:14-15); only the demons when they are driven out by the healing power of Jesus have shrieked his true identity, but Jesus has no wish for this revelation to come from such a malign and fearful source, and commands them to silence(cf. Mark 1:45; 3:11; 5:7). Nor does he want to be known simply as a miracle worker who attracts an enthusiastic crowd for dubious reasons and misguided messianic expectations, and so (as in last Sunday’s gospel) he tries to suppress reports of his works of power, usually with little success.
The disciples are relieved by Jesus’ first question: “Who do people say that I am?” This is a safe, impersonal question, and they are quick to respond that “they” consider that Jesus could be John the Baptist raised from the dead, or Elijah, or one of the prophets. But then Jesus asks them the hard, direct question that every disciple in every age must continue to answer: “But who do you say that I am?” The disciples fade away into silence until, as usual, Peter becomes the spokesman, summoning his faith resources to reply that “You are the Christ (the Messiah).” Peter has the right words, but he speaks out of partial faith and a traditional misconception of what the messiah would be like, as the following dialogue will reveal. Jesus offers no congratulations to Peter for his response, but imposes silence on the gathered disciples. Until they are no longer blind to the truth that Jesus will be a suffering and servant messiah, they should not speak of him in a way that will be misleading.
Jesus then begins to teach the disciples the way that such a messiah must travel – into the suffering and death that will lead to his rising again. It’s all too much for Peter! This talk about suffering wasn’t what he had just meant, and as for ‘after three days rise again” – Peter tunes out. Everything seems to be turning out badly, and Peter considers that Jesus is on the wrong way. But Mark depicts Peter as not just correcting Jesus, or offering him another suggestion about a better way to be a non-suffering messiah; Mark says that Peter rebukes Jesus. This word ‘rebuke’ is what has been used since the first chapter of Mark’s gospel to describe the action of an exorcism. So here is Peter presuming to exorcise Jesus! Jesus responds with his own ‘exorcism’ or rebuke of Peter, calling him “Satan,” and commanding him to get behind him – the right place for a follower of Jesus – and not dare to try and trip Jesus up on the way of salvation that leads through death and suffering. Poor Peter is silenced.
Then a crowd seems to materialise out of nowhere, and Jesus speaks to them as well as to his disciples. Mark wants to put his 1st century communities and all future Christian communities into this scene of geographical and spiritual paradox. The gospel challenge is to recognise and accept to be a follower of a suffering messiah, the willingness to take up our cross and lose our lives in order to save them for eternal life. In our ‘pain killer culture,’ we may struggle even more than former generations to trust in Jesus’ words and believe that there is a place for suffering in the plan of salvation. This is no masochistic attitude. Jesus was a compassionate healer, and he has already sent out his disciples on a mission of healing (cf. Mark 6:13). The contemporary church supports and encourages research in the fields of medicine and bioethics which is aimed at improving the quality of human life, and Christians have always been significantly involved in the caring professions – but never at the cost of considering suffering as incompatible with human dignity. For example, ‘death with dignity,’ that assists the dying person with the most advanced palliative care and compassionate nursing, is very different from the indignity of legalised suicide and the present growing trend for ‘suicide tourism’ to countries where euthanasia is legalised.
The first reading is from what is known as the third of the Suffering Servant Songs in the Book of the Prophet Isaiah. The Servant has an open ear to the word of God that was the focus of the ‘Ephphatha’ last Sunday. The Servant is available to God, and does great good even though he suffers great harm; the good and the suffering are inextricably intertwined. The historical context of this reading is near the end of the Babylonian exile, and a new understanding of suffering seems to have risen out of the pain of exile. Whoever the Servant is, he realises (or is representative of those who realise) that the suffering of some, or even of one person, can be a saving grace for others, and even for the world. For some reason, the Servant’s word and actions are regarded as subversive and inflammatory. Perhaps he was regarded as a dangerous because he encouraged the exiles to be more aware of their identity as God’s people rather than as submissive prisoners of a hostile nation. But the Servant refuses to see himself as a rebel and a victim. As if he is involved in a court of law trial, the Servant witnesses boldly and fearlessly to his faith in God who will always be his helper and defender, especially in situations of human vulnerability. For the Servant, suffering is not a sign of God’s displeasure, but rather of the close and abiding presence of God. The suffering and risen Servant, Jesus, offers us the most radical and privileged witness to this truth – a truth that was unknown to the 6th century exiles. 
We respond to this reading with the words of Ps 115 (114), acknowledging what the prophet Isaiah proclaimed. With it we make our own the psalmist’s confidence in the God of Israel. This psalm was one of the sequence of psalms used in joyful feasts, and especially at Passover. We might think of Jesus praying this psalm at his last Passover when he is surrounded by “the snares of death, with the anguish of the tomb,” and yet in the midst of all the sorrow and distress he is the most faithful Servant whose trust in God’s compassionate presence to him never wavered. This is how we too are to walk “on the way” as disciples.
James reminds us that faith must be translated into action. Discipleship is not about settling down with an undemanding God into a comfortable and warm place of refuge in church, making fervent affirmations of credal formulas, or holding pious conversations while others shiver or starve. Theoretically, not one of us would disagree with James over the need to take care of the naked, the hungry, those without the bare necessities of life. But practically, when we leave the liturgy, do we serve the cause of justice – a justice that is of God and which lifts up the lowly, undermines the pretensions of the powerful, and is recognized in both the shape of the community’s worship and in the action of their common life outside the liturgy. The liturgy that we are celebrating today and the daily life that we live beyond the liturgy are inseparable occasions for bearing generous and faithful testimony to the justice: to right relations with God and with our brothers and sisters. Both are going in the same direction, which is God-wards. In the readings and homilies that we hear; in the sacramental bread broken for a broken people; in the sacramental cup that we drink, mindful of the dregs of the world’s suffering people, do we rehearse the justice we will show to the world by the integrity of faith and works about which James writes?
One of the tools of good works that Benedict hands us is “Deny yourself in order to follow Christ” (RB 4.10). This tool can be honed to a sharp cutting edge by physical discipline, not in any exaggerated way, but – ​ if we read it in tandem with the next tool – by the discipline of avoiding pampering ourselves and being ready for some fasting. In our contemporary world, excessive eating (regardless of the hungry of whom James has spoken), excessive concern with ‘the body beautiful’ (regardless of James’ mention of the ‘naked’ with nothing to even adequately cover their bodies), are areas in which we might do some contemporary ‘fasting.’ As Michael Casey has pointed out, in RB 4.10-33 Benedict sees asceticism as a training for practical and unselfish love of one’s sisters and brothers. Both are intertwined, and indeed this section of the Rule ends with the theme of today’s first and gospel readings: “Bear persecution on behalf of justice” (RB 4.33; Matt 5:10). 
