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Oil & Wine 11th Sunday in Ordinary Time  13 June 2010
• 2 Sam 12:7-10  • Ps 32 (31):1-2, 5, 7, 11  • Gal 2:16, 19-21  • Luke 7:36–8:3

This Sunday we return to Ordinary Time, that liturgical season which we left on the Sunday before Ash Wednesday. It is not to be understood as ‘ordinary’ in the sense of weeks of dull, uneventful time. It is, rather, the continual mining of the riches of the mystery of Christ in an ‘ordered way,’ Sunday after Sunday. What we are ordered towards is God and one another. We can only mature as human beings by growing in ways that affirm that we belong to each other and to the Kingdom. We have certainly come down from the peaks of Easter and recommenced our trek across the plains of the next twenty-four weeks, but every Sunday is to that week what Easter is to the whole liturgical year. This was very much the consciousness of the early church, as is illustrated by the account of a gathering of Christians in North Africa to celebrate Sunday Eucharist in 304. The Roman pro-consul demanded to know from Emeritus, the owner of the house, why he had allowed a group of people to enter his house. Emeritus replied that they were his sisters and brothers. When he continued to be harassed by the pro-consul, Emeritus professed that: “Without the Day of the Lord, we cannot live.” It was the Sunday gathering that gave meaning and consistency to the life of the Christian community. In these following weeks of Ordinary Time in the Year of Luke (Year C), Jesus continues to ask us to belong to one another as he belonged to those he met, especially the poor, the dispossessed, the sinners, those suffering in body and mind, and the searchers. In a world that often seems obsessed by celebrities, to be a member of the human race is to be a ‘celebrity,’ what Thomas Merton called: “a glorious destiny” because, he continues:

…though it is a race dedicated to many absurdities and one which makes terrible mistakes, yet, with all that, God is glorified in becoming a member of the human race. A member of the human race! To think that such a common place realisation should suddenly seem like news that one holds the winning ticket in a cosmic sweepstake.
As disciples of Jesus, during Ordinary Time we hope for and hasten towards a world in which the glory of all people, especially the excluded or forgotten, will shine forth.
Our contemporary mass media is full of the bad news about politicians, business executives, corporations, clergy, who are guilty of misusing their power and status to abuse trust and manipulate others in order to satisfy themselves either economically, politically or sexually (and sometimes for more than one of these reasons). The first reading about the relationship of David and Bathsheba should, therefore, have a familiar ring. To put today’s reading in context, we should read the immediately preceding text of 2 Samuel 11:2–12:6 which recounts the arrogant lust of David for Bathsheba, the wife of Uriah the Hittite, a mercenary in David’s army, and the misuse of royal power to both seduce her and arrange for her husband to be killed by placing him in the front line of battle when the king discovers that Bathsheba is pregnant with David’s child. 
What is less familiar, is David’s simple and contrite response when confronted with the prophet Nathan’s words of God’s judgement: “I have sinned against the Lord.” As a chosen covenant partner with God, David was charged with consequent responsibility for this privilege, but now gift has degenerated into grab, privilege has become possessiveness, and this hero of God falls – not in battle as did Uriah, but into a moral abyss. Nathan reminds David that the consequences of his sin, as with all sin, are not only personal but communal. Although Nathan assures David that God accepts his  confession of guilt and forgives him, in his lineage are now sown the seeds of death, violence, rebellion and incest that will undermine the Davidic monarchy and lineage in the years to come. The church, both in her individual members and institutions, is not immune from sins against human dignity; we are a community of both saints and sinners and, like David, we can be one or the other at various times. As witness to this, on March 12, 2000, as the third millennium began, John Paul II stood in St Peter’s Basilica and, before the bar of history, publicly and specifically confessed some of the most serious sins of the church through the ages: against truth, against the Jews, against the rights of and respect for people and cultures, against the dignity of women, and against fundamental human rights – all of which tragically sow the seeds of death in the body of Christ, even though God’s steadfast love and compassion are willing and eager to forgive. We might wonder what creative ways the church can presently and publicly find to confess her sinfulness in the face of the present scandal of sexual abuse. Could such a confession, lamentation, recognition of the pain of the victims, and a plea for forgiveness be a more appropriate way of celebrating the end of the “Year of Priests” than some rather grandiose and self-glorifying conclusions?
As a response to such sinfulness, the Lectionary puts on our lips verses from the penitential Ps 32 (31). This psalm is not so much a confession of sins, but rather a teaching about the attitude to sin and forgiveness. Acknowledgement and confession of the sin are necessary. Refusal to acknowledge our sins, to put them into words, becomes a harmful and escapist shelter. When it is God against whom we have sinned, silence  becomes stubborn pride, dumb fear, a rejection of faith in God’s forgiveness, and the way of Adam and Eve hiding from the divine presence (cf. Gen 3:7-9).
Today’s gospel is also about love, forgiveness, the significance of women, and the attitudes of men towards them. It is a narrative about a personally unnamed and uninvited woman who defies social and religious taboos to intrude into a male gathering at table in the house of the man who is named Simon the Pharisee. Without any discrimination, Jesus has accepted his invitation, but receives a minimal welcome. Luke describes the woman as “a woman in the city who was a sinner,” and although this does not mean unmistakably that she was (or has been) a prostitute, the service of her woman’s body that she offers to Jesus is all the more moving if seen as an extraordinary reversal of her ‘hospitality trade.’ Women were present at men’s banquets mainly to cater to the sexual whims of the men, but in this narrative there is no indication that the woman is there for that purpose, but rather the opposite, as she is certainly not invited by Simon! And indeed she takes no part in the banquet except in her relating to Jesus. She is there as a disciple who has already been forgiven by Jesus and makes a daring profession of her consequent love for him. No matter if she is a prostitute or not, she uses her woman’s body in the service of Jesus’ body. She is the footwasher of Luke’s gospel, whose hair is the towel, whose tears are the water, and whose lips and precious ointment both anoint the feet of Jesus.
In contrast to the woman’s loving and wordless actions, is the attitude of Simon who talks to himself in condemnatory words about the woman. Quite confidently, he agrees to listen to what Jesus has to say to him, obviously about the incident with the woman who is still there as a silent presence. Jesus tells a mini-parable about two debtors to contrast the behaviour of Simon and the woman. In Jesus’ and Simon’s mother tongue (Aramaic), the word for ‘debt’ is the same as the word for ‘sin,’ so with this word play Jesus contrasts the love of one debtor/sinner who owed a large amount that was cancelled by the creditor with the love of a debtor/sinner who had a much smaller amount cancelled. When Simon is asked which one would have loved the creditor more, he cannot escape the obvious answer: “I suppose the one for whom he cancelled the greater debt.” In a culture where hospitality is of high priority, Jesus then reminds Simon of his debt of hospitality and his failure in this by the deliberate snubbing of Jesus: no water offered to wash his feet, no fragrant oil, no kiss of welcome. In contrast is the woman’s brave witness to her profound love of Jesus in return for his great and forgiving love.
A central concern of this narrative is how we see people, the preconceptions and misconceptions, the prejudices that can distort the judgements we make about one another. “Do you see this woman?” is Jesus’ challenge to Simon. Simon is quite clear about what he sees: a woman who is a sinner, who contaminates Jesus, and so his scepticism about Jesus as a prophet is, he believes, verified by Jesus’ failure to be a ‘seer’ who recognises what kind of woman she is. Jesus sees a woman who loves, who has no hesitation to show her love of Jesus in action at a men’s only meal, and the men at table are also provoked into their own questioning of what they see in both Jesus and the woman. The story challenges us to be converted from our own misconceptions, our stereotyped views of both women and men, into recognition that both can fully embody Jesus Christ. The response of the woman, especially, is a beautiful ‘embodied’ response of a disciple. Do we go away from the eucharistic table, with the eyes of our hearts washed clean by love, to offer hospitality and forgiveness to our sisters and brothers? Or do we go out and look at them judgementally and with a lack of forgiveness which gives the lie to what we have professed at the eucharistic table?
Where did the woman go after this incident? We are not told, perhaps deliberately, because Luke is inviting us to write the consequences of listening to this gospel with our own lives. What Luke does, however, is give us the following short three verse description of the women who ministered to Jesus and the twelve – women of different social status, but all women who apparently had been healed by Jesus, whether like Mary Magdalene from some psychotic illness (of “seven demons”), or the unnamed healings of Joanna, the wife of Chuza, Herod’s steward, Susanna and many others. It is not hard to imagine the boundaries they would have crossed, the taboos ignored, the unjust judgements incurred for love of a healing Jesus. Just so, women in today’s church continue to minister out of their personal, pastoral and theological resources, often with criticism from those within and beyond the church who ‘see’ differently. The vision of the possibilities of women’s ministry is still far from 20/20…And in society, in some situations, women are still often required to be ‘available’ to men for their pleasure. During the coming weeks, many women and even children will be seen differently as the world Cup commences in South Africa. Church groups such as the Australian Catholic Religious Against Trafficking in Humans (ACRATH), along with similar groups in South Africa and other countries, the South African Bishops Conference, and a number of South African government organizations, are tragically aware of the thousands of women who, in addition to those already in South Africa, are being imported into the country as human commodities to swell the number who are paid to ‘service’ the tourists and fans throughout the contest. For the last few months, such groups have mounted awareness campaigns to help people to see this abuse and take some action against it.
In his Letter to the Galatians, Paul writes of his own experience of the forgiveness of Christ and his faith in the Son of God “who loved me and gave himself up for me” in love that is sacrificial. For Paul, this is not just an original moment of conversion, a remembered peak experience, but rather a continual ‘crucifixion’ with Christ that demands a radical risk-taking: the dangerous and, for Paul, the painful surrender of much that he had previously cherished in the security of the Mosaic teaching and the exclusivity of his ethnic heritage. But Paul is ready to dispossess himself of all this so that he may share in the new life that is born from the crucifixion – Christ’s risen and glorious life. What Paul and the community of disciples in every age share is the faithfulness of Jesus Christ himself, which so overwhelms Paul, and draws us into this same mystery, so that he can say with poetic passion: “It is now no longer I that live, but it is Christ who lives in me.” How much do we daily dare to be such new persons in Christ? 
Benedict teaches us that hospitality is a holy event and the outreach of a loving community. At profession (cf. RB 58.21), the novice sang the “Suscipe…” (“Receive me, Lord”); in community life, the professed is called to live the “Suscipe” beyond the liturgical moment by outreach to the reception of  guests, especially the poor and pilgrim seekers. Not only those in the monastic community, but all disciples, are called especially to see Christ in those whom some people, like Simon the Pharisee, may see someone to be avoided or judged as ‘unsuitable,’ ‘no hopers,’ ‘not one of us,’ threats to our security, or intruders into our comfort zones. The porter of Benedict’s monastery is a beautiful iconic figure of warm love, of age and grace, the first human contact with anyone who comes to the monastery, and the one who sees and greets their knock with “Thanks be to God,” or “Your blessing, please.” This can be a searching examination of our consciousness of Christ’s presence in one another, and the ways in which we succeed or fail in the small hospitalities of everyday contacts at work and leisure, at home and in community. 

