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Oil & Wine  Sixteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time  19 July 2009
• Jer 23:1-6  • Ps 23 (22):1-6  • Eph 2:13-18  • Mark 6:30-34

For our deeper appreciation of this Sunday’s gospel we need to realize that in the flow of Mark’s narrative it follows the beheading of John the Baptist, which the Roman Catholic church celebrates on the memorial of his death on 29 August. For only Jesus and John is there a liturgical celebration of both birth and death, a fact that underlines the significance of the Baptist. Suffering and death are consequences of the mission of them both, and it will be the same for Jesus’ disciples. As we will proclaim with the responsorial Ps 23, not only the calm waters of missionary success lie ahead, but also the dark valley of suffering and even death. But for now, on the apostles’ return from their first missionary journey, there is Jesus’ invitation to cross with him to the other side of the lake to allow them not only some ‘time out’ from the crowds, (who are so demanding that there was not even time to eat!) but also an opportunity to contemplate the consequences of their apostolic mission, as Jesus no doubt also contemplates his own. 
The apostles gather around Jesus, flushed with the success of what they have done and what they have taught, with apparently little understanding that any missionary success is due to their association with the reigning presence of God in Jesus. This is an understanding that is needed by Mark’s persecuted community and by all suffering Christian communities in every age and place. The Twelve must move from one self-centred and self-satisfied missionary stance to another more insightful position. Jesus does not upbraid them or turn away from them. He accepts this stage of their journey of faith, and invites them to move on with him, not only physically across the lake to a “deserted place all by yourselves and rest awhile,” but also spiritually. Mark description of the place to which they are going as a “deserted place,” provokes memories of the place where Jesus went to prepare for his own mission (cf. Mark 1:12-13), where he went out to pray (Mark 1:35), and where his ancestors were taught, fed, and were faithful or unfaithful in their responses to their provident God. Now it is time for a new nurturing of the disciples. Certainly there needs to be concern for our own rest and refreshment after a time of intense ministering to others, but this does mean that it should be an escape from prayer, from awareness of the needs of other people, and ‘days off’ from Jesus! The greatest demand on Jesus is that of compassion, that gut-wrenching womb-love that is used in the gospels only with reference to Jesus and in the parables he tells. For the sake of compassion, he is ready to change his plans when he sees the crowd harassed and neglected “like sheep without a shepherd,” without the responsible care of their religious and civil leaders. Their great leader Moses had pleaded before God for the people, saying:

Let the Lord, the God of the spirits of all flesh, appoint someone over the congregation who shall go out before them and come in before them, who shall lead them out and bring them in, so that the congregation of the Lord may not be a sheep without a shepherd. (Num 27:15-17; cf. 1 Kings 22:17; Ezek 34:4-10).

After so many centuries, this shepherd is now with them.  We can imagine that the apostles are less enthusiastic about this interruption to their getaway plans, as are we when we speculate about all the wonderful things we could do if there weren’t so many interruptions! It may take us a while to realize that if God isn’t in the interruption, where is he? (To reflect on the attitude of the apostles and how much they still have to learn, it would be profitable to take time before or after Mass to read on to the end of Mark 6, as for the next five weeks the semi-continuous lectionary readings from Mark are interrupted to allow for the important bread of life discourse from John’s gospel to be read.)
Many people are still hungering and searching today, often without being able to name their hungers, yet very aware of their reality. Many hunger for human dignity and freedom; some are starved of friendship or human companionship; others are only tossed scraps of welfare from rich governments’ tables; some may feel that the church and state breaks no bread of wisdom or compassion for them. As Diane Bergant comments, in Christ and with the power of his Spirit, we are called to compassion for such people:

They may be parents who are sick with grief over the future of a troubled child;  a man stripped of his dignity because of unemployment; a woman facing a pregnancy alone; elderly people who can feel the surge of life leaving their declining bodies; people who are angry and confused because they believe the church is no longer dependable. These are the people who are like sheep, and Jesus looks to us to shepherd them.

Our compassion may be a face to face shepherding, advocacy, or prayer. But around us, too, is a crowd of faces that we need to see and to serve, however we ‘step ashore’ and land in their midst. Perhaps this will be by taking to heart the tragic figures of Australian homelessness just released which tell us that every night, one hundred and five thousand families and individuals sleep on the streets, in shelters, in cars or caravan parks.
The church needs its shepherds, its pastors that are willing to walk with their people into the dark valleys, even at the risk of their own safety. We need pastors who are reconcilers, not setting one theological perspective against another or so called conservatives against progressives, not keeping the sheep in tight little pens of narrow ideologies and small vocabularies. What we need are pastors who are able to lead us out to spacious green pastures and calm waters that Jesus, the compassionate shepherd offers us. As Meister Eckhart (c. 1260-1328) once preached, God “wants the soul to be capacious so as to hold the largesse he is ready to bestow.” Perhaps this can be a challenge for the church and a profitable part of our reflection on and celebration of “The Year of the Priest” – for both priests and people.    
 Jesus’ compassion for the crowds stands out brightly in contrast to Jeremiah’s dark prophecy of doom on the 7th century BCE monarch of Judah in the first reading. Neither the religious nor the civil leaders of that time have succeeded in gathering the people entrusted to them as God’s flock. God will take care of his people because the leaders have become ‘misleaders.’ They will be judged according to the way that they have treated the most vulnerable people: the economically oppressed, the powerless, the marginalised. The same judgement applies today to both civil societies and the church.
God will shepherd the exiled crowds back to their own homeland, while promising that there will be raised up good shepherds who will restore a rule of justice and love so that the people will no longer live in fear and dismay. Through Jeremiah, God promises that from the stump of the house of David that has been cut down by so many unjust leaders, there will flourish one day an ideal leader who will be a gift of God to the harassed people. His humanity will be rooted in the flesh and blood of his royal ancestors, and such will be his reign of right relationships between himself, his God and the people, that this righteous Branch of the family tree of David will be named “The Lord is our righteousness.” 
The good shepherd psalm, Ps 23, is our response to the reading from Jeremiah. By the metaphors of shepherd and host this well known and much loved psalm calls forth our imagination to look back to the Old Testament promises and forward to the ‘righteous Branch’ that flowered in the flesh of Jesus, our good shepherd. Jesus names himself in this way (John 10:11); he leads and accompanies us through danger in the face of sin and death; he spreads a holy supper before us both within the liturgy and beyond as he nourishes us with his love all the days of our life. Throughout the psalm “I,” “me,” and “my” express an intimate relationship with the shepherd. But the shepherd is also a realist. He knows we must journey through dark valleys as well as green pastures, and that sometimes his shepherd’s crook will have to be used to prod his reluctant sheep as well as guide the willing on their journey.
With the ramrod of his crucified body which absorbs our hostilities, says Paul to the Ephesians, Christ has broken down the wall of hostility between Jewish and Gentile Christians. The Jewish Christians were alarmed at the apparent disregard of some of the Gentile Christians for their ancient and cherished traditions of the Mosaic teaching, of which most Gentiles in the communities knew almost nothing. The Gentile Christians found that there was consequent opposition to admitting them as full members of the local Christian communities. Paul proclaims to the Ephesians that Christ has become the reconciling point for divided humanity. For those who remember the Berlin Wall, the dismantling of the Iron Curtain, or who presently face the dilemma of the concrete wall between Israel and Gaza and the West Bank, the tragedy of divisions is still very real and tragic. As Robert Frost wrote in his poem, “Mending Wall,” we have to know what we are walling in and what we are walling out, and to whom the wall might give offence. Then there are the walls other than the physical that we can too easily build: the personal, social and ecclesial walls, often excused as ‘protection,’ and so denying that creative tension between the ‘now’ and the ‘not yet,’ our identity as both known and still unfolding. The First Letter of John expresses this tension: “Beloved, we are God’s children now, what we will be has not yet been revealed. What we do know is this: when he is revealed, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is” (1 John 3:2). Paul proclaims that Christ reveals to us the ministry of reconciliation, calls us to reach out to the vast world of the kingdom and be open to the unimaginable diversity of cultures and their wisdom. God will demolish any aspect of the church that walls itself in and rejects such outreach. We still have so much to do to overcome the divisions of race, gender, social status, the separation between the Christian churches, or our ingrained prejudices to other religions, in order to become a new and reconciled humanity in and through Christ.
Benedict images the abbot as the shepherd to whom the ‘flock’ of the community is entrusted. But he is not to act as though he was their owner, as God is the one true Shepherd to whom the abbot is always answerable. If his pastoral care is deficient and causes the community to fail in their commitment, the abbot will be held responsible. If, on the other hand, he has been a faithful shepherd of “a restive and disobedient flock,” the community’s failures will not be attributed to him (cf. RB 2.6-9). In an insightful way that has implications for any leadership role in the family, workplace, or various community contexts, Benedict says that the abbot must be aware of individual differences among his brothers and accommodate his shepherding appropriately. Not just maintenance but growth will result from such pastoral care (cf. RB 2.31-33; 64.17-19). While caring for others, the abbot must never forget to review his own life and commitment, for the flock will suffer if its shepherd himself is not continually trying to seek the kingdom of God and its justice that is the great resource for all Christian leadership (cf. RB 2.35-40). 
