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Oil & Wine  Fourteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time 4 July 2010
 • Is 66:10-14c  • Ps 66 (65):1-7, 16, 20  • Gal 6:14-18  • Luke 10:1-12, 17-20

When Jesus called his first disciples, he told them to “Launch out into the deep,” but this deep sea fishing for “catching people” (Luke 5:4, 10) needs more than just the twelve, and so Luke describes the mission of the seventy (or seventy-two). That he is the only gospel writer to do this, indicates more than just as surge in numbers after a successful vocation drive! The number is symbolic, probably recalling to his communities the listing of the (seventy or seventy-two) nations of the then known world in Gen 10, or the seventy elders whom Moses calls to be his assistants in Ex 10:1. In this way, Luke underlines the continuing urgency of the mission not only to Israel but also to the world, and the need for partnership and collaborative leadership – both with very contemporary resonances – in this ministry. But their authority, a gift of Jesus, is not to be a sign of the glory of those who exercise it, but a witness to the coming reign of God. Luke will expand this view of the importance of the universal mission of the church to the world in Part 2 of his gospel, the Acts of the Apostles.
Most groups nowadays, from large corporations to small parishes, from NGOs to religious communities, have mission statements. What today’s gospel gives us is a wonderful ten point ‘mission statement’ for those who today are struggling to live a gospel way of life. But unlike most mission statements, it also includes realistic warnings about the dangers and risks of their mission. Joy and a sense of excitement in venturing into the unknown are essentials for the mission of all disciples, but as experience teaches us, this is very different to romantic adventuring. The disciples are sent out “two by two,” not to chaperone one another, but out of respect for the Jewish law that required two witnesses to validate the credibility of an event. 
Firstly, the world needs this mission because there is a plentiful harvest waiting to be reaped, even though externals may seem to deny this. As Denis McBride comments: “The process of sending out the disciples continues the process of the Incarnation. Again, the Word will be risked in flesh, it will assume human form, sometimes in the most unexpected places.” By our baptism, we are all people who are called to be prophets, forth-tellers of the Word, in whom Jesus takes a missionary risk. He is ready to accept our varied abilities, our mistakes, our hesitancies. But this means, secondly, that prayer to “the Lord of the harvest” is essential for the enabling and empowering of his disciples. Thirdly, because it is Jesus who sends us out on mission, we can go with confidence in his protection. But this confidence exists along with the fourth missionary principle: the reality of predators, the “wolves” who roam the landscape of our lives: those personal, political and structural realities before which we feel like lambs being led to the slaughter – as was the One on whose mission we are sent. This demands sincerity and vulnerability, rather than calculation and self-sufficiency.  The fifth injunction  about not greeting anyone on the way is not about an unfriendly or  rude ignoring of other passers-by, but about the time-consuming gossip and social dalliance that can undermine the urgency of the mission. To travel well is to travel lightly, and, in our mobile society, this is an important, but difficult lesson to learn. So Jesus’ sixth mission point is to be discerning about our real needs for money, possessions, or positions. “Carry nothing” is again a device of exaggeration, such as we often use, (e.g. “I could kill her for saying that!”) to make an important point. Whenever we stay with someone, even for a day or two, we usually plan for a gift that we can leave behind in gratitude for the hospitality, so the seventh point in the mission statement is that the gift of peace should be offered to those who welcome them. Realistically, we should also be prepared for the rejection of our good news and, rather than fuming and fermenting more discord when it becomes obvious that we can do nothing more, we move on peacefully.

This moving on is very different from drifting around “from house to house”: in other words, the search for the more congenial company, the better ministerial status, the more pleasant physical environment, that can become greater concerns than the mission itself, and that Jesus condemns as the eighth mission statement item. It does not mean that we should not try to improve a situation, but never at the price of distraction from serving God’s word. Hospitality is a significant ninth mission command, and it is to be graciously accepted from one’s hosts. An aspect of such acceptance is to allow the host to take the initiative in deciding what the menu will be, not only at the meal table, but also at the table of life, where good missionaries accept and adapt to what is served to them by the culture in which they find themselves. We are reminded of as the four hundredth anniversary of the death in Beijing of the Italian Jesuit, Matteo Ricci, is celebrated this year. For three decades, Ricci’s missionary work respected the Chinese culture, and was highly respected by the Chinese in return. The special mention of the care of the sick, is an example of a ministry that speaks a universal language of care and respect for suffering humanity. 
Lastly, failure must be expected and accepted.  Shaking of from their feet the dust of the town that rejects the disciples, can be an external ritual that is an outlet for the acceptance of failure, but without harsh judgement or ‘calling down of fire’ such as was the immediate response of James and John that we heard in last week’s gospel. Luke’s closing reference to Sodom and Gomorrah is not to any sexual immorality in those cities, but to the lack of hospitality to God’s messengers (cf. Gen 13:13). So, finally, let God be the judge of our successes and failures in proclaiming the reigning presence of God in our words, our relationships, our rituals. All that is asked of us is humble perseverance and joyful gratitude for our calling into the deep but life-giving waters of the mission of Jesus. Perhaps to encourage us, the lectionary cuts out the ‘woes’ Jesus pronounces on inhospitable cities of Chorazin and Capernaum, but when the seventy return, rejoicing at the success of their mission, Jesus makes neither too much nor too little of this. He simply reminds them that their greater joy should be that their names are written in heaven.
At the moment, our Australian media and polls are full of political euphoria about women – shattering glass ceilings, bringing new styles of leadership – and whatever our attitude to this, in the first reading from Isaiah we hear a beautiful biblical ‘media release’ and an acclamation of feminine imagery. Jerusalem is like a strong and comforting mother who embraces her children who are returning from their exile in Babylon, and for whom she provides nourishing milk from her breasts. She is a city ravaged by war, like so many cities today, but restored and raised up by its liberating God to offer hospitality to the poor and dispossessed. Then, suddenly, it is not a fondling maternal city whom Isaiah proclaims but a mothering God. She has full breasts, a wide lap, open arms, and knees that delight in dandling her children, and because of this exuberant mother-love there is great rejoicing. If we are too accustomed to thinking about God in male terms, or too unaware of the variety and wealth of biblical images of God, this reading is truly good news.
We respond with verses from Ps 66, a joyful acclamation of the wonderful works of God. It is a psalm that is an antidote to self-satisfaction and self-congratulation that can be a temptation when we are successful in our ministries. Especially remembered is the foundational event of the exodus, and the liberation of the people who passed dry-shod through the waters. Just as the reading from Isaiah reminds us that the history of Israel is one of exodus and return, so is our own personal history, and so should be our response of thanksgiving that we have a God who has brought us through the baptismal waters, and is always ready to hear our prayer and bring us safely through whatever other waters threaten to overwhelm us.
In 1st century Palestinian culture, honour was a core cultural value, but Paul tells the Galatians that the only honour that is proper for a follower of Jesus to boast about, is bearing the marks of the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, “by which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world.” The Greek word for ‘marks’ is ‘stigmata’ which in antiquity had a very different meaning to that of today. Paul has been marked by his sufferings: externally in his body by illness and floggings (cf. Gal 4:13), and internally in his spirit by the opposition from within the Galatian community itself, and the quick desertion of many Galatians from the gospel which Paul had preached to them (cf. Gal 1:6-7); by the perversion of the freedom Christ won for them into self-indulgence rather than love for one another (cf. Gal 5:13); and by the stretch marks of giving painful birth to the Galatians in Christ. Paul has been sent out in the same way as we hear Jesus tell his disciples they are sent, “like lambs into the midst of wolves.” One of the most moving rituals of the RCIA (Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults), when well done, with respect for the power and drama of the liturgy, is when the presider  makes the sign of the cross on the bodies of the catechumens, from head to toe, smothering them with its mystery. Only after this are they presented with their small material crosses. Likewise, the cross is also the first touch on the child who is to be baptised, although this is a less dramatic signing, on the forehead only, by the presider and those who love the child, the parents and godparents. It is love that will help child or adult to carry the cross: love of God, and the love of family, friends and community. This is a love that is our responsibility to offer.
In Benedict’s Rule there are several echoes of the missionary agenda that is proclaimed in today’s gospel, although Benedict is thinking more of the ministry of his monks to one another in community. He is strongly critical of the monks that he calls “gyrovagues” (RB 1.10-11), or ‘circle wanderers,’ who go round and round looking for something better than what is presently offering: a better superior, more compatible community, nicer physical accommodation. They lack the stability of heart that would make them effective missionaries; it is an attitude very different from the continuing search for God that is the first requirement for the monastic vocation (cf. RB 58.7). Outside the monastery, the temptation to be contemporary gyrovagues can be still very real. We can circle around in a dizzying attraction to the latest alternative spirituality, only to drop it and move on to another when the demand becomes too great or a more appealing alternative presents itself. Change of ministry after prayer, discernment, and the taking of counsel is a positive move, but needs to be distinguished from the too-often change for change sake, that can be really for our own sake, rather than the sake of the gospel.   ​​ 

