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Oil & Wine Twentieth Sunday in Ordinary Time 16 August 2009
• Prov 9:1-6  • Ps 34 (33):2-7  • Eph 5:15-29  • John 6:51-58

In today’s first reading from the Book of Proverbs we have the beautiful image of Wisdom personified as a woman: in Greek, Sophia, in Hebrew, hokmah. Because of the literary device of personification we may mistake her as an intermediary between God and humanity, a reality independent of God. But Wisdom is a way of indicating God’s own presence and activity in creation and in the affairs of humanity – a metaphor that attempts to bridge the gap between God’s distance and proximity, the divine transcendence and immanence. Wisdom/Sophia has been called Israel’s God in female imagery, and a counterbalance to predominately male imagery. Today we hear of her as the hostess who invites her guests to a ‘house-warming party’ so that they may partake of the good things that are the gifts of God. Wisdom’s creativity has built the house of the cosmos, and now she wants to share with her guests the lavish menu of creation. She runs a feminine household, with her servant girls sent out to persuade the ignorant and foolish to dine with her. This does not mean that her guests will be stupid, but that they will have the simplicity to recognise that they are not self-sufficient and that they have much more to learn about the way of wisdom. The invitation is a call to ongoing maturity that comes by living and walking in the way of perception in the company of Wisdom. To enter Wisdom’s house, therefore, is not just for the sake of a one-off feast; it is to accept an invitation to a way of life in which God’s hospitality is accepted ‘now’ with the faithful hope in the ‘not yet’ and even more bountiful feasting to come.
Psalm 34 (33) is the same psalm as we prayed last Sunday, but different verses invite us today to: “Taste and see that the Lord is good.” ‘Tasting’ in the context of the psalm has the sense of ‘finding out by experience.’ We may sometimes comment that we have no ‘taste’ for something at the moment, meaning that we don’t want to experience it or participate in it. Here ‘tasting’ is an encouragement to praise God for the blessings bestowed on those who seek and reverence her and who are recipients of the gifts of her goodness. It is an invitation to try to walk in the way of attentiveness and peace, and to taste on our tongues the words that are loving rather than those which are bitter and deceitful.
The Letter to the Ephesians reminds the community that it needs to be discerning about what is considered as giving ‘taste’ to life and the various invitations that are issued by society to ‘feasting.’ The discernment of Christians who taste and relish the wisdom of the Spirit is not only a personal matter. Lives that are nourished by holy wisdom also are like leaven that can contribute to the transformation of their society. Paul is not talking about intellectual wisdom, but about the orientation of people to the values that are in keeping with God’s commandments, and pursuing those values which make for a peaceful life with one’s sisters and brothers in community – the wisdom that comes from discerning and understanding God’s will as well as possible. In the contemporary world in which we live, we – no less that the Ephesians – may be intoxicated with various addictions: excessive use of alcohol, drug dependence, violence, consumerism and materialism, all of which drug our sensibilities and our Christian judgement. The spirit with which we should be intoxicated, says Paul, is the Spirit of God. The Spirit-filled lives that we live find a special support and expression when we come together in prayer and worship. Central to this is the singing of the psalms, the book of scripture that contains the whole music of the heart of humanity. Like a stringed instrument, it is swept by the hand of its Maker, and we hear its music in our own hearts: the melodies of our rebellions and our fidelities, our deaths and our resurrections, our hopes and fears. It is much more than a book. To use another image, the psalms are like a lovingly familiar family home that Jews and Christians have lived in for millennia of generations, where some structural alterations have been made but it is still a home ‘under heritage protection.’ On the lips and in the heart of Jesus, the psalms took on a new significance as the dry bones of human experience, vivified by his Spirit. Such communal worship should flow over into thanksgiving that is echoed in people’s hearts outside the time of prayer: “at all times and for everything in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.’
In the gospel we see Jesus as the incarnate wisdom of God and the most generous host who offers his word and his person for our feasting. This portion of the Bread of Life discourse may represent a more radical development of last week’s discourse, perhaps composed at a later stage of Johannine preaching and inserted into the final editing of  John’s gospel as witness to the community’s developing eucharistic faith. To emphasise its importance, the final verse that we read last week is repeated today: “I AM the living bread that came down from heaven. Whoever eats of this bread will live for ever, and the bread that I will give is my flesh for the life of the world.”
The response of “the Jews” is a horrified question: “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” and, a few moments later, the even greater horror of “my blood to drink.” . Perhaps we, too, can be too caught up into the ‘how’ of Jesus becoming present in the bread and wine. The more significant question is how can we become present to the mystery of the risen Christ alive in the church through grace, faith and the Spirit. One clear answer is through sacramentally eating the flesh and drinking the blood of Jesus. The words ‘flesh and blood’ spiral through several meanings in this discourse. Literally, it means the whole human person who, in the mystery of the Incarnation, “became flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1:14). On another level, it is a proclamation of our faith that Jesus gave his entire life, his crucified flesh and outpoured blood, for the sake of the world’s salvation when he was exalted on the cross and glorified in his resurrection. Finally, it is the sacramental presence of Jesus in the eucharistic bread and wine. We need to remember that the temporal setting that John gives to the whole of Ch. 6 is the approaching festival of Passover (cf. John 6:4), the Jewish feast of freedom, the memorial of the people’s lives that were delivered from slavery, and that began with sharing the meal of the sacrificed lamb. Eating and drinking are a powerful reality and symbol of shared life. What we are offered by Jesus, the Wisdom and Word of God, radically surpasses the hospitality of Lady Wisdom in the first reading. Jesus did not just keep the Passover before his death; he is the Passover. He did not only eat the Passover meal; he is the Passover meal. God now invites us into a personal, communal and cosmic intimacy with Jesus and the freedom of his risen life. Through our eating and drinking we are absorbed into the divine life and into a communion with all those who share the sacrificial and sacramental meal. It is a mutual indwelling, a continual abiding in the source of life with the one whom Jesus calls Father. Those who ate the manna in the desert died; those who feed on the sacramental bread and drink will live for ever.   
“Why then are you getting your teeth and stomach ready?” St Augustine graphically asked his people.  “Believe and you have eaten.” What we acclaim at every Eucharist is a mystery of faith for which our hearts and minds must be ready. It is also our own mystery and the mystery of all the members who, through baptism, make up the ‘whole Christ,’ the body of Head and members. Not to discern this, not to be in communion with our brothers and sisters, is to eat and drink unworthily (cf. 1 Cor 11:29). To hear Augustine again:

If, therefore, you are the Body of Christ and his members, your mystery is present on the table of the Lord: you receive your mystery. To that which you are, you answer “Amen!”; and by answering you subscribe to it… Be a member of Christ’s body that your answer “Amen!” may be true.
After the feeding of the five thousand, Jesus was concerned that the fragments of food were gathered up. In the Eucharist all the fragments of our lives are gathered up in Christ: all our successes and failures, all the hungers of the poor, the sick, the marginalised, the sinners and the searchers. And in Christ they are transformed into his body and blood, into his risen and glorified presence. The gospels bear witness that the hospitality of God in Christ was so often offered at table. We have received that same hospitality at the sacramental table of the Eucharist. Are the concerns of Jesus, in whom we are fed and live, also our concerns? It was often the dregs of society with whom Jesus ate and drank. For the church this raises the question for which we are still seeking an answer: “With whom should we eat and drink at the table of the Eucharist?”
The Rule of Benedict has often been described as Wisdom literature, and Benedict quotes more often from the biblical Wisdom writings of Psalms, Proverbs and Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) than from any other Old Testament books. Benedict saw his monastery as a “school,” ​ but a school “for the Lord’s service” (RB Prol 45), an environment that is hospitable to the search for and the living out of the wisdom that is the gift of God. It is a school from which we never graduate until our death (RB Prol 50). Wisdom is mentioned especially with regard to those who hold significant roles in the community, and it refers not only to intellectual wisdom. “Merit of life and wisdom of teaching” is the desired balance that a community should seek when electing someone as abbot (RB 64.2), even if that person is one of the last to have entered the monastery. Likewise, those who are entrusted with the care of guests and the guesthouse are to be wise hosts, as is the welcoming Lady Wisdom of today’s first reading (RB 53.22). First impressions are always important, so the porter who is the one with whom those who come to the monastery have initial contact, is to be “a wise old monk,” experienced in dealing with the variety of people who present themselves (RB 66.1). To be “wise” is the first personal quality desired for the cellarer who has to deal with the delicate matter of material goods and the discernment of needs from wants. In a consumer society, such discernment is a contemporary challenge for every Christian. For parents, especially, the educating of their children in such wisdom is a demanding task, and one to which they must give witness by their own lives. 
Given the biblical roots of wisdom in today’s Liturgy of the Word, women may find it encouraging that such wisdom is a feminine image of the God who was an enabling companion for Benedict in his formulation of the Rule and his teaching about mature human relations. 
