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Oil & Wine  Twelfth Sunday in Ordinary Time 20 June 2010
• Zechariah 12:10-11; 13:1  • Ps 63 (62):2-6, 8-9  • Gal 3:26-29  • Luke 9:18-24
Cosmically, it is solstice time, the turning of the sun time, a gradual turning of the sun to longer daily hours of sunlight in the southern hemisphere, and shorter daylight hours in the northern. It seems appropriate that this is also the time when Luke’s gospel takes a definite turn – towards Jerusalem and the future that is awaiting Jesus there. Unlike the other synoptic evangelists, Luke does not place Jesus’ first passion prediction at Caesarea Philippi, but in the landscape of the solitude of prayer, with only his disciples standing by. Prayer is an important context for incidents in Luke’s gospel that mark crucial or decisive moments in Jesus’ life and mission: his baptism (Luke 3:21), his need to withdraw to commune with his Father after a day of involvement in teaching and healing (Luke 4:42), before the choice of his disciples (Luke 6:12), and now on this journey to Jerusalem and the crucial question that Jesus needs to ask his disciples. 
He eases into it gently, asking the disciples who the crowds say that he is. In the flow of this chapter, the disciples have just been out and about on their first mission, exorcising, healing, preaching, with the power and authority Jesus has given them; they have been involved in the miraculous feeding of the five thousand, and know the questions that Herod has been asking about Jesus. So the answer to Jesus’ first question, “Who do the crowds say that I am?” can be safely answered in the context of these experiences. People are saying that Jesus is someone in the prophetic tradition of Elijah or John the Baptist, or one of the other ancient prophets who has come back to life. Then comes the second question, that challenges the disciples to a personal response. Forget the comfortable reference point of the crowds, the absent ‘others.’ “But you, who do you say that I am?” It is direct and demanding; a ‘today’ question that all Jesus’ disciples have to ask themselves, and be committed to the consequences of how we answer, not just on “one day,” but everyday, repeatedly. Gathered as a praying community at this eucharistic ‘today,’ we are faced by this same question that is proclaimed clearly to us. Like the disciples in this gospel, the answer will be embedded in our experiences, in what others say about these experiences, and in the way that we, as disciples of Jesus interpret success and failure, self-giving and self-adulation, health and sickness, promises kept and promises broken.
It is almost possible to hear the squirming silence out of which Peter manages to find his voice and make a solitary response. This response is through the lens of his own preconceived religious and political hopes for the Messiah (the ‘anointed’) of God. Jesus never denies that he is the anointed one, a royal son of David, and a priest. But in his response to Peter he refers to himself by neither the royal or priestly traditions, but as the Son of Man, the mysterious individual who appears on the clouds of heaven in the Book of Daniel (Dan 7:13-14), with a title that can also be translated as ‘the Human One,’ who stands in solidarity with those who suffer and are ultimately vindicated by God (Dan 7:15-27). Suffering and rejection, death and new life, are the experiences towards which Jesus is heading, and anyone who wants to be his companion on the way will have to share the same experiences, take up their cross daily, and be ready for sacrificial living. This is not masochism, not a death wish, not a compulsive and misguided seeking for the cross. For many of the tragedies in our lives we have no responsibility, but we are responsible for the attitudes we take to our suffering: bitterness or compassion, despair or hope, unselfishness or self-serving, a rejection of or readiness for risks and ‘third day’ surprises. Even Peter is reduced to silence by Jesus’ words. He has a long way to travel to Calvary and a faltering grasp of the truth about the Crucified and Risen One. Like every disciple, we cannot rest contentedly with our early, immature understandings of who Jesus is, or our faith will become ossified, dried out, and eventually disintegrate. Our answers to who Jesus is will be nurtured by word and sacrament, by the witness of friends and strangers, by the signs of the times – if we remain searchers and seekers until that final nurturing moment of our death and birth to “maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ” (Eph 4:13). 
In the 6th century BCE, the prophet Zechariah, whom we hear in the first reading, speaks of the pierced body of a loved one over whom the people are mourning. Perhaps this refers to a battle for Jerusalem, and King Josiah or to some other royal figure who was killed on the plains of Megiddo (cf. 2 Chr 35:20-27). Over those who mourn such sinfulness and violence, God will pour forth a healing spirit of kindness and mercy. Zechariah, of course, had no ‘clairvoyant’ knowledge of Jesus and his crucified and pierced body (cf. John 19:37), but the in the gospel writers Spirit-guided search for the language and memories with which to proclaim the mystery of Christ, they so often went to the Old Testament and transplanted into the New Testament the language and concepts that were familiar to their communities as a kind of ‘Ah, ha!’ revelatory experience that takes us deeper into the revelation of God in Christ. It is also the genius of the liturgy to juxtapose readings that have some correspondence in thought or language to underline the unity of the two testaments and of God’s unfolding plan of salvation.
As a response to this reading we pray verses from Ps 63 (62). The psalm is a prayer for help of someone who comes into the sanctuary with life at danger. In this hostile world, the absence of God is experienced as hunger and thirst, a need for God’s saving and sheltering presence without which it is impossible to live. God’s steadfast love (hesed) means more to the psalmist than life itself.  Our readiness for risks and surprises, especially those that seem dangerous and may cause us suffering, lies in God alone who, with two beautiful metaphors, is described by the psalmist as upholding us with the strength of a strong right hand, and hiding us under the protective shadow of his wings. This is the strong confession of faith for which the psalm gives us the words.
Paul brings to our consciousness one reality which still wearies us, still makes us thirst for God to pour out upon our church a Spirit of steadfast loving kindness and forgiveness: the lack of inclusivity in the Christian community where there are still distinctions between faiths, between nations, between women and men, and between those who are free and enslaved. None of these distinctions, says Paul, should apply to those who are baptised into Christ. Of all the descendants promised by God to Abraham, who were to be as many as the sands on the seashore or the stars in the heavens, one most precious grain of sand, one brightest star – Jesus Christ – shares his inheritance with all those who “put on” his way of life in baptism. This is a clothing in our most personal and intimate depths which makes us one with him and with one another. Today’s reading is the most radically inclusive statement in the New Testament. Personally, structurally, pastorally, it is an ongoing challenge for the people of God.
One of the “Tools of Good Works” that Benedict hands us is “Deny yourself in order to follow Christ” (RB 4.10). But true Christian self-denial is never a matter of asceticism divorced from practical charity, so packed close to this tool are those instruments with which we are challenged to take up and shape a better life for the poor, those stripped of human dignity either physically (the naked) or psychologically, the sick, the dead and those who mourn them. In fact, Benedict wants our compassion to be an all- embracing outreach to anyone in trouble or sorrow (cf. RB 4.14-19), but this is not possible if we are too occupied with material or physical pleasures that are concerned with pampering ourselves.
The way of life that Benedict encourages is not one of dazzling spiritual experiences or dramatic suffering that makes the media headlines, and seldom results in a canonisation process. It is, rather, the daily fidelity to the gospel way of life that brings its own patient challenges to vigilant, active endurance. From the beginning of the Rule (RB Prol 50) and the time of entry into the community (RB 58.3), patience (derived from the Latin root for ‘suffering’), is a significant aspect. Patience which is persevering is asked for when challenged by the hardships of injustice – about which the monk is allowed to be outspoken (RB 7.35), – in sickness (RB 36) and in weakness of his own body, and in the unavoidable difficulties of close community living (72.5), including living and dialoguing with those in authority (RB 68.2). These are all daily sufferings with which any disciple, in any way of life, must persevere if they are to follow Jesus. When the vigorous effort to do this flags, what happens to undermine our following is insidious ennui, that spiritual boredom dreaded by spiritual guides, ancient and contemporary. 

