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Oil & Wine Twenty-ninth Sunday in Ordinary Time  18 October 2009
• Is 53:10-11  • Ps 33 (32):4-5, 18-20, 22  • Heb 4:14-16  • Mark 10:35-45

In the gospels of the last few weeks, we have heard Jesus tell his disciples three times that he is heading for Jerusalem and the suffering, death and resurrection that await him there. So different is the disciples’ preconceived idea of a triumphant and political messiah who would restore the glory of Israel as a nation freed of Roman occupation, that we have seen how they responded with either total misunderstanding, dumb silence and fear of asking for any explanation (in case it involved them!), or arguments among themselves as who would be the greatest in the kingdom. But none of the disciples in Mark’s gospel approaches Jesus as arrogantly as do the brothers James and John in today’s lectionary reading. 

With Peter, these two brothers comprise the intimate inner core of the Twelve, but here they are demanding that Jesus give them the best places in the kingdom. And yet isn’t that the way we may often approach Jesus – not with an attitude of deep faith in his plans for us, but with self-centred requests about our plans for ourselves to which we would like him to give assent? They are fixated on sharing his glory, bypassing the suffering.  

Perhaps it is Jesus’ deep sorrow at the obtuseness of James and John that tempers his reply, and he answers them with the two images of ‘cup’ and ‘baptism.’ In the Old Testament the ‘cup’ was a rich and ambivalent symbol. It could refer not only to overflowing joy and communion with God and God’s salvation (e.g. Pss 23 [22]:5; 116 [115]:13) but also to the draining of the dregs of God’s wrath and undergoing a painful destiny of suffering (e.g. Ps 75 [74]:8; Is 51:17). In his passion, Jesus will gulp down the sins of the world, drain the cup of suffering, so that it may be refilled with the joy of salvation and offered to God as a saving cup for all humanity. The ‘baptism’ about which Jesus speaks is his total immersion in the flood of violent suffering and death imaged, for example, in the ‘flood’ of Pss 42 (41):7; 69 (68):2, 15.  Jesus responds to the brothers’ question with his own question. Can James and John share such a cup and a baptism? With naive self-confidence, and no doubt with little or dismissed understanding of the imagery of cup and baptism, they assert that this would be no problem for them. Before we too readily pass judgement on the two disciples, we might pause to consider whether we are mindful of the consequences of our baptism into the death and resurrection of Christ? Do we really accept that for all disciples there can be no glory without suffering. And when we celebrate Eucharist as we do this Sunday, do we recognise in the offering of the cup a challenge to us to participate with Christ in sharing his thirst for justice, and respond with resolve to try to drain something of the dregs of suffering that afflict our world? 

The failure of Jesus’ disciples to understand him, his mission, or his relationship of loving obedience to his Father, was also an aspect of Jesus’ suffering. Their deepening obtuseness that would culminate in their desertion of him at his trial and crucifixion would be another deep disappointment, another wave of pain that would sweep over him, a bitter tang added to the cup of suffering that he would soon drain in his death. Power and triumphalism, the desire for the first places rather than the last, have nothing to do with Christian leadership, as Jesus has repeatedly tried to teach his disciples. These failing, self-centred men will have to come to the realisation of their weaknesses, will suffer because of their disillusionment with themselves and their infidelity to their master, and finally allow themselves to be forgiven and rise again in the power of Jesus’ resurrection. Then Jesus will entrust the Christian community into their hands. The acceptance of such forgiving love, such realisation of personal weakness, will make the disciples humbly ready to be entrusted with the leadership of the Christian community. For us, too, in our own particular life situations, this is both a challenge and a consolation.

When Jesus speaks of his suffering, death and resurrection, the other ten disciples become quite dumb and glum, but their indignation with James and John no doubt overflows into some quite articulate voicing of their opinions about the brothers’ approach to Jesus. We can suspect, however, that this was not because of its inappropriateness, but rather because they had beaten the other ten to the demand for the first places in the kingdom! That the first will be last and the last first, that a child with no power or status has been put in their midst by Jesus as a challenge to their ambitions – all this is forgotten in the misguided fervour of their competitiveness! Knowing this, Jesus tries again to teach his disciples that the way of true discipleship is by the service of others that reflects his own the self-giving. We should be slow to judge James and John, for often our attitude to Jesus is very like theirs. The demand of: “Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask of you,” needs to be transformed into “Teacher, we want to do for you and for many whatever you ask of us.”

Today is Mission Sunday, with the theme of ‘Reach out.’ The self-absorption of James and John is a long way from such a gospel attitude. We are called to mindfulness of the needs of others, especially those suffering from the natural disasters in the Pacific, to whom we must reach out. Both our prayerful support and generous financial help can be an expression this.

The first reading is only three verses of the Fourth Suffering Servant Song, the whole of which (Is 52:13–53:12) is read every Good Friday. Isaiah proclaims a vision of, and hope for, the one who endures and absorbs suffering into himself, offering this to God so that through such suffering God may work salvation for many. Here in the Old Testament is a reversal of expectations, just as Jesus has tried to explain to his disciples that they must accept a reversal of their expectations of him. About who this Suffering Servant is, or how or when he will be revealed, the faith and poetry of Isaiah is reticent, but God will be faithful to his word and promise, even if it takes centuries for its accomplishment. Isaiah is less concerned about the identity of the Servant than about the significance of his life and death as a wounded healer. God will make to prosper the one who gives his life for many but then receives back a more abundant life. Because he bore the burden of sins that were unbearable for many, God will exalt him and lift him high. With Isaiah, we are not called to loud claims and explanations. Rather, we are called to something of his prophetic and awed silence in the face of a mystery too deep for human speculation and logic. Many centuries later, when confronted by Jesus’ words about his suffering and exaltation into glory, the disciples were silent – not with the reverent silence of Isaiah, but because of their inability to let go of their preconceived ideas of what the messiah should be like, and what he should do for them when he enters into his glory. That this entry is through suffering and vulnerability, they would prefer to by-pass.

The responsorial Ps 33 (32) is a hymn of praise with which we profess our faith in God as the one who is to be trusted. God is a God of steadfast love and kindness that fills the whole earth, yet it will often take faithful patience for us to live this belief. It may be a costly grace to cling to this faith; it may take us into death still hoping and believing that God’s mercy will be upon us and reward us with abundant life. Since in Jesus we have the assurance that the psalmist was not privileged to have, how much more secure we should be in this shielding, protective love of God.

That we must never let go of the faith we have professed in Jesus, is the urgent message of the reading from the Letter to the Hebrews. Jesus is our great high priest and the Son of God, but he is also the one who can sympathise most with our human weakness, because he is the most authentic human being. As such he carries not only material sacrifices, as do the high priests, but his sacrifice carries all humanity into God’s presence. It is Jesus’ own blood that has been sprinkled on the altar of the cross for an eternal mercy offering; his own body has been ripped apart so that there is now no curtain separating the Holy of Holies from the people as in the Jerusalem Temple. Nothing can now stop us from approaching God in and through the new Holy of Holies, the new Temple which is the glorified body of the risen Christ. Our ability to identify with Christ depends on human limitations, the weaknesses he shares with us; our assurance of eternal mercy depends on his high and heavenly priesthood. We can now come “boldly” to God, not with the self-centred insolence of James and John, but with brave confidence in the Servant who has drunk the cup and undergone the flood of suffering for the sake of the world.

For Benedict, those who are entrusted with leadership of the community are to be humble servants. Unlike James and John, the abbot must have no illusions of grandeur, no desire for preeminence for himself, but realise that “he must profit others rather than precede them” (RB 64.8). He should recognise his own human frailty and weaknesses, but never try to bluster his way out of these. He, too, can be a bruised reed, and this recognition should help him to act with love rather than harshness towards those whom he must correct (RB 64.13-15). The physically weak (RB 36.6) and the spiritually fragile (RB 64.12) are to be the abbot’s special care. He is to be “preoccupied” with the failing monk who is excommunicated and out of sight of the community (at least temporarily) and particularly from the table and the oratory, the two significant communal gatherings (RB 27). Likewise, when the cellarer is dealing with material things and concerns, he must remember that he is a servant, handle these as reverently as the vessels of the altar, and always be aware that he is not the self-managing proprietor but is also under obedience to his abbot. As a servant leader in the community, above all he is to handle those who come to him for their needs with humility and gentleness. 

If we honestly review the quality of our own human relations in the light of this Sunday’s lectionary, how do we rate on the biblical scale – that was also Benedict’s?
