PAGE  
1

Oil & Wine  Third Sunday of Easter 18 April 2010
• Acts 5:27-32, 40b-41  • Ps 30 (29):4-6, 11-13  • Rev (Apoc) 5:11-14  • John 21:1-19

It would seem that John the Evangelist ended his gospel with the text that we read last week, and his profession in the last verse (John 20:31) of the reason for his writing: “…that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.” John 21 was added as an ‘epilogue,’ certainly the inspired word of God, but probably added by a close disciple of John to focus attention on aspects of the life of the community of all the disciples – the church – which may have needed emphasising in the context of the resurrection as the church grew and spread. This accounts for a certain ‘time-warp’ to the narrative that does not seem to recognise the post-resurrection appearances of Jesus in John 20. More importantly, what does it say to emerging issues in our church of the 21st century?
Today’s gospel begins with the disciples’ attempt to retreat from the bewilderment and disillusionment of Jesus’ death, their unspoken disappointment with themselves, and the failure, with the exception of the beloved disciple, to be there for Jesus during his passion. And so seven of them decide to do what we may know only too well: go away from risks and the threat of incomprehensible new things, and find refuge in the familiar and unthreatening. Peter is the leader in this enterprise, suggesting that they just go back to being fishermen. That there are seven, the number biblically representative of fullness, should encourage us to add our own names to the “two others” who are unnamed. They are a fairly gloomy lot: Thomas, hovering between disbelief and belief (his profession of faith deliberately omitted in this epilogue); Nathanael, named by Jesus as a true Israelite in whom there is no deceit (John 1:47), who has to decide if anything good really has come out of Nazareth; James and John whose personal status seeking has been uppermost in their ambitions; and then the two “unnamed disciples” into whose shoes we can step, as we keep pace with the disciples’ problems.
The scenario is also one of failure: no fish caught after a night of dragging empty nets. But then the day breaks, and with it the constant reminder to us that this is what resurrection is all about: about the dark, painful failure of death and its transformation into the victory of life. In the rising sun, the voice of a stranger on the shore is heard, addressing them with what seems at first to be a strangely inappropriate word: “Children…” Yet these are the “little children” of John 13:33 who were assured by Jesus that, although he was going away, he would return to them; that they are still loved, and have no need to be big and impressive, even as fisherman. They have caught nothing during the night, but emptiness is suddenly transformed into fullness when they obediently cast their net to the right side of the boat. Then, with the sun rising, the disciple who rested his head on the heart of Jesus, who stood at the foot of the cross, who witnesses to the primacy of love, recognises love, and cries out “It is the Lord!” And then it is Peter, who will be the pastoral leader of the church – but a leader who, down through the ages, is always dependent on the contemplative insight of great lovers ​– who plunges into the water.  Always impetuous, Peter makes his way through the water to Jesus, as all the baptised do. On the shore, Jesus has a charcoal fire burning, and a breakfast of bread and fish ready for the disciples. Perhaps Peter remembers the last time he stood by a charcoal fire – desperate for some warmth to penetrate his bone-cold treason and denial of his Master (John 18:18). As with an earlier feeding (cf. John 6:5-13), Jesus invites the disciples to be involved in the preparation of this simple meal. Peter, with his single effort, drags onto the shore the net with153 fish that the other disciples apparently had trouble in landing. What is most significant is not the number of fish, nor the distance of the last hundred yards that the others couldn’t make with the net. What is important is the strength that Peter’s faith in the Lord lends him, and the bulging success that fills the untorn net. In Greek, the word used for ‘haul’ to describe Peter’s action, is the same as is used in John 12:32 to describe how Jesus will ‘draw’ humanity to himself when he is lifted up from the earth on the cross which is the exalted Johannine glory tree. In such a haul, Peter is to be intimately associated with the crucified and risen Christ. Just as Jesus’ seamless robe was undivided on Golgotha, so in this narrative there is the symbolism of the untorn net, despite the weight of the great catch. In the community of the drawn and saved, there is to be the unity for which Jesus prayed at the Last Supper, and which two thousand years later is still not achieved. At the Eucharist into which we are gathered today, we bring similar experiences to those of the disciples at the Sea of Tiberias: experiences of emptiness, of disappointed hopes, of turning back to the imagined securities of past familiarity instead of looking forward to new possibilities. But then, in word and sacrament, we again hear the call of Jesus addressed to us, urging us to mission, to let down our nets. Jesus comes to us, breaks bread with us, and hopefully we know: “It is the Lord!” 
After the simple meal, there is the intimate questioning of Peter by Jesus. Only one who is outstanding in love can be entrusted with the leadership of the community of disciples; and only out of recognised failure and divine forgiveness can such love be born. This is a very different image of the Petrine ministry to that which we so often define in themes of Matt 16:16-19 with its language of stability (“rock”), defensiveness (“gates of hell shall not prevail”) and exercise of power (“keys,” “bind” and “loose”). They are images that are not contradictory but very significantly and necessarily complementary. Peter is a forgiven sinner, now well aware of his weakness, a vulnerable leader in a community of friends, who is chosen for the quality of his love, and given as his primary mission the care of the other vulnerable sheep and lambs in a world that is so hostile to the vulnerable that it will lead to his and many others’ martyrdom. But the sheep and lambs always remain ‘mine,’ says Jesus, and pastoral authority must always remember this. Every disciple in every age must come to the humble faith that says: “You alone, Lord, know who I am,” and hear Jesus say: “Follow me.”
The setting for the first reading from the Acts of the Apostles is the confrontation between the high priest and the Sadducees who call together the Sanhedrin, the highest judicial and ecclesiastical Jewish council of elders, in the attempt to do something about the apostles as ‘repeat offenders’ by their preaching about Jesus. The apostles are accused of political motives by laying the blame for Jesus’ death on the Sanhedrin. Peter replies that their ministry of healing and their preaching have nothing to do with politics and everything to do with obedience to God. A pattern is set for the spread of the gospel: courageous witness to Jesus, crucified and risen; intimidating threats from those who oppose the gospel; and the ultimate victory of faith in Jesus. For some reason, vv. 34-39 are cut from this lectionary reading and read on the Friday of the second week of Eastertide, and so the Sunday assembly does not hear the wise advice of Gamaliel, a respected teacher and member of the Sanhedrin, who counsels his Jewish associates to wait and give both the apostles and the Sanhedrin some breathing space so that they can judge whether or not any action they take against the apostles is the will of God. If it is of human origin, it will fail, says Gamaliel, but “if it is of God you will not be able to overthrow them – in that case you may even be found fighting against God!” (Acts 5:39). As in this incident, we must always be ready to be surprised by wisdom and integrity in unexpected people and situations. The apostles, however, are determined not to wait and see and, after a flogging (which the Sanhedrin no doubt hopes will mean that it do not completely lose judgemental face), they immediately return to proclaiming Jesus in homes and in the Temple. They rejoice that they have been found worthy to share in the sufferings of Jesus. As we celebrate this year the thirtieth anniversary of the assassination of Archbishop Oscar Romero, we have in him a contemporary witness to the cost of discipleship that must discern the relationship between gospel obedience and civil disobedience, and always decide for the gospel. In the San Salvadoran cathedral on Sunday, March 23, the day before he died, Romero made an impassioned appeal to the army, the National Guard, the police, and the various barracks to disobey any orders to kill their brothers and sisters. The next day, the last words of the homily Romero preached at the last Mass he would celebrate, and only minutes before he was shot and lay in his own blood at the foot of the crucifix behind the altar, were: “May this immolated body and this blood (of Christ), sacrificed for all people, nourish us so that we may be able to give our body and our blood to suffering and pain, like Christ, not for ourselves, but in order to give justice and peace to our people.”
We respond to this reading with verses from Ps 30 (29), a song of thanksgiving: tears have been changed into joy, fear of the grave into love of life, mourning into dancing. Whatever the situations to which the psalmist is referring, they have real and actual life as their reference point; they do not hover piously above the earth. Because of the repeated use of words such as “rescued,” “raised,” “restored,” “changed,” this psalm came to be used often in the early church when speaking of the resurrection of Jesus and the ‘after’ transformation that this also meant for those baptised into his mystery.
The Book of Revelation (or the Apocalypse) is a highly symbolic book, and this Sunday John the seer describes the liturgy of heaven that is celebrated around the sacrificed and glorified Lamb of God. Rather than attempt to ‘explain’ a liturgy that seems so far removed from our vision, perhaps we should turn to the experiences of artists and musicians whose understanding is experiential, not explanatory, and, for example, gaze on Jan Van Eyck’s Ghent altarpiece, Adoration of the Lamb, or listen to Handel’s No. 47 chorus from The Messiah. After a performance of The Messiah, Lord Kinnoul is reported to have congratulated Handel on the splendid performance. Handel replied, “I should be sorry if I only entertained them; I wished to make them better.” Our Eucharist is not entertainment. Whether it is celebrated in the poorest slum or the richest cathedral, John’s concern in today’s reading is “to make us better” by offering us the vision that is the reality at the heart of our worship on earth. It is part of the same cosmic praise, an overture to the symphony of adoration in which we hope one day to take our place in the full and eternal performance in the New Jerusalem.
Prompt obedience, says Benedict, is the “basic road to progress for the humble person. This is characteristic of those who hold Christ more precious than anything else” (RB 5.1-2). This is the obedience to which the apostles give witness in today’s reading. It is not an easy obedience, either in Jerusalem, in the monastery, or in the lives of any of Christ’s faithful, no matter what their way of life. For Benedict, one aspect of this obedience is fidelity to the Liturgy of the Hours (the Opus Dei, or ‘work of God’). Columba Stewart OSB, a contemporary commentator on the Rule of Benedict, remarks that earlier readers and followers of the Rule “had a livelier sense than we do that Christian life is preparation for heaven.” In “The Proper Manner of Singing the Psalms,” Benedict comments that the choir on earth and the choir of heaven are most present to one another, and aware of the presence of the God whom they are praising, in the Liturgy of the Hours (RB 19.1). But when the psalmody becomes a mindless monotony, and the “Glory be” and “Alleluia” no more than a boring and repeated routine, we need something like the vision of John the Seer to stir our hearts and voices to a greater harmony and praise that overflows out of the liturgical moment into our daily lives and work. When Benedict describes the liturgy of the dawn Hours – not, we might think the best time for “Amens” and “Alleluias”! – he recommends that it should contain a lesson (probably Apoc/Rev 7:12) which has been learnt by heart and will be lived throughout the day.
