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Oil & Wine Thirteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time 27 June 2010
• 1 Kgs 19:16b, 19-21  • Ps 16 (15):1-2, 5, 7-11  • Gal 5:1, 13-18  • Luke 9:51-62

In 1937, few years before the outbreak of the Second World War, but with the Nazi clouds of darkness already gathering in Germany, the Lutheran pastor and  theologian, Dietrich Bonhöffer, wrote The Cost of Discipleship, which has become a Christian classic many times reprinted.  One of the most quoted themes of the book is the distinction that Bonhöffer makes between “cheap grace” and “costly grace.” “Cheap grace,” he says, “is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross, grace without Jesus Christ” who, when he calls someone to follow him, bids him come and die. After imprisonment for his involvement as a leader of the German Confessing Church, composed of those Protestants who refused to accept the commands of the Third Reich with regard to religious liberty and persecution of the Jews, and because of his participation in other political protests, Bonhöffer was imprisoned and eventually executed by the Nazis only three weeks before the end of the war. 
For few of us will our Christian discipleship result in such literal results as a martyr’s death, but for every disciple there will be various degrees of ‘dying,’ as today’s readings proclaim. Just as Jesus “set his face” with determination to journey to Jerusalem,  so we are asked by him to place the demands of God’s reigning presence at the centre of our lives in areas that are significant for our precious human relationships and cultural expectations. At the beginning of this journey, Jesus and his disciples are met with opposition from the Samaritans through whose villages they are travelling. Regarded by observant Jews as despicable Jewish ‘hybrids,’ the Samaritans were well known for their fierce resistance to and competitiveness with anything associated with Jerusalem. When disciples sent out to reconnoitre how Jesus would be accepted bring back negative reports, James and John respond with a simple but violent solution that is dependent on both an inflated idea of their own power and a culturally expedient plan: destroy the opponents, burn them up with fire from heaven that the two will call down upon them. Jesus’ response is to “rebuke” them, the word that is used for Jesus’ exorcism of evil spirits or demons. The disciples need to be ‘exorcised’ from their demons of violence, as do the contemporary political leader and insurgent groups whose first response to opposition, real or imagined, is the distorted solution to “call down fire from heaven” with the sophisticated weaponry of modern warfare or terrorism. The longer, more difficult, and more ethical solution lies in the ‘exorcism’ of historical, cultural and religious divisions, often centuries-old, and the replacement of such hostility with hospitality that welcomes differences and respects human dignity. In the Acts of the Apostles, we see this happening in the early church’s outreach to Samaria, the first ‘enemy territory’ soon to accept the good news and the Messiahship of Jesus after his resurrection (cf. Acts 8:1b, 5-8, 25). In our own times, the transformation of the relationships between Northern Ireland and the Irish Republic, with former enemies sharing political leadership, or, for example, the thirty-two year old admission by the Saville Report on the British army’s responsibility for the thirteen deaths of ‘Bloody Sunday’ and the consequent public apology of the British Prime Minister, David Cameron, a few days ago, are examples of the triumph of long and hard negotiations and the struggle for justice between the North and South that has eventually been largely successful. Communally, do our church leaders challenge us about ways of right and wrong resistance? Personally, is our response to violence more obedient to popular (and often misinformed) media headlines and talk-back radio gurus, rather than the gospel? 
Luke signposts the road that Jesus and the disciples take to Jerusalem with encounters, stops, events that have no logical progression but serve to universalise the way and the cost of discipleship. In the gospel proclaimed today, Luke describes Jesus’ meeting with three would-be disciples. We hear their requests, listen to Jesus’ responses, but learn nothing of the outcomes of these encounters. It is as though, by this silence, we are challenged to stand in their shoes and answer what we would do. 
The first person takes the initiative, brashly approaching Jesus and announcing that he will follow Jesus wherever he goes. Here is the enthusiast who needs to be tested for staying power, for readiness to be a powerless, homeless, and rejected disciple of a rejected “Son of Man,” a title that in this case simply means “me.” The mention of “foxes” would recall to many in Jesus’ audience the people like “that fox,” Herod Antipas (cf. Luke 13:32), who had burrowed into predatory and secure political positions. The “birds of the air” could be recognised as the ‘roosting’ Gentiles, such as the Romans, who had disinherited Israel. The continual challenge is for disciples never to be at home, to ‘roost’ in political advantage and security. Jesus will only finally lay down his head in his last three-day sleep in his Jerusalem tomb.
In the second encounter, Jesus takes the initiative in calling, and the request that is made of Jesus seems a very human and acceptable one of filial piety: to be allowed to go and bury his father first. But what is at stake in the cultural context of this request is not that his father is on the brink of death, of which there is no suggestion, but rather that the man’s decision to follow Jesus can be put on hold until family cultural expectations are met. Similar pressures can still be put on sons today if they are contemplating immigration. Jesus’ call is urgent – not to put off the today demands of the reign of God. For all who do answer the gospel call there will be some violation of cultural expectations, some necessary reordering of priorities in our relationships. “Leave the dead to bury the dead,” is Luke’s literary device of exaggeration to emphasise the absolute priority of Jesus’ call. In no way is it a denial of parental love that is an explicit divine commandment (e.g. Deut 5:16). 
The third would-be disciple approaches Jesus with a request to be allowed to follow him, but after he has first said “farewell to those at home,” again an apparently reasonable request. But in other places in the New Testament, this verb has the sense of saying goodbye to one’s material possessions (cf. Luke 14:33; 18:22-23). Will this be a great temptation to return to the priorities of the material and temporal rather than that of following Jesus? To illustrate the dangers of delay, Jesus tells the mini-parable about the plough. In 1st Century Palestine, the light-weight plough was guided with one hand, usually the left, while the other hand carried a stick with which to goad the ox that was pulling the plough. To make a furrow that was straight and of the correct depth, to lift the plough over rocks that might shatter it, demanded great concentration and dexterity, because to take one’s eyes off the plough for a moment could spell disaster. Jesus teaches that so it must be with his disciples who are called to sow the seed of the word of God. The eyes of our hearts must be fixed unwaveringly on the kingdom of God, so that the field of this world may be well ploughed, and the seed (that in Palestinian farming practice was sown before ploughing) may be buried in the field of this world to make it ready for God’s harvesting.
In his encounter with the false prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel (1 Kgs 18:19-40), Elijah had been a fire-happy prophet, just as James and John have thoughts of fire from heaven as the solution to the Samaritan problem. But after his flight from Jezebel, the sponsor of the prophets of Baal, his nervous breakdown on the way to Mount Horeb (Sinai), and his encounter with the God who is present in the ‘thin/sheer silence’ (cf 1 Kgs 19:1-18), Elijah is dispossessed of his inflated opinion of himself as God’s only true prophet and his violent ways. He accepts that another, Elisha, will also assume prophetic authority. As if to underline the necessity of Elijah to accept that he is not the only one who refuses to worship Baal, rather than God calling Elijah directly, God instructs Elijah that it should be himself who initiates the symbolic rite of passing on his prophetic mantle to Elisha. Elijah allows him to return home to farewell his parents. In the gospel, Jesus asks a more radical response from the one who asks to follow him, but Elisha’s ‘farewelling’ also involves his considerable possessions –  the burning of his plough and twelve teams of oxen is an obvious commitment to his following of Elijah, leaving him with no trade fall-back should this prophetic business not work out! In a touching (or pacifying?) gesture, Elisha also provides a generous severance meal of roast oxen for his workers! Like Elijah, we all have to learn that there comes a time when we must be ready to share ministry and prepare others to carry on after us, with their own approaches and, perhaps, even greater success.
With verses from Ps 16 (15) we pray our faith that no matter what the demands made on us, whatever we are called to be and to do, our trust should be in God who is our refuge, our sustaining inheritance in life and in death. All the dimensions of the person – heart, soul and body – can rejoice in this security. In the apostolic church, this psalm was read and prayed in the light of the resurrection of Jesus. In their sermons, both Peter and Paul quote v. 10 (cf. Acts 2:24-28; 13:35) as a hope fulfilled when God raised the Beloved Son from death. Now we can pray it in the midst of life and death with a trust that surpasses the limited insight of the psalmist.
In the second reading, Paul challenges the Galatians with some directions for living out their discipleship. The following of Jesus is not a rugged individualism, nor a burdensome, restrictive way of life. It is above all about freedom, a freedom that can be limited by small, everyday captivities that we impose upon ourselves: self-indulgence and self-love rather than love of our neighbour that can enslave us to our own whims and fancies; the hurtful word that ‘chews up’ a brother or sister and that, if unchecked, can insidiously devour the harmony of a whole community; or the chilling silence that freezes love. In Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, Gulliver wakes up to find himself held captive by the little ropes with which the tiny Lilliputians had criss-crossed his body. We need to be awake to the small ropes that can imprison our discipleship and prevent from following the guidance of the Spirit of Jesus into the way of fidelity to him. We are called, for example, to be aware of ways in which political and social pressures, slavery to technology, and voracious consumerism, can attack our response to the following of Jesus, or make this response grudging or one of ‘cheap grace.’
Benedict quotes from today’s reading from Galatians in his chapter on “What Are the Tools of Good Works?” when he tells his monks: “Do not carry out the urgings of the flesh” (RB 4.59; Gal 5:18). At the mention of “flesh” we are all to ready to put a sexual or hedonistic interpretation on this, but for Paul “the flesh” refers to everything in the human person that is opposed to the Spirit and to the freedom that is ours in and through Christ.

