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Oil & Wine Nineteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time 8 August 2010

• Wis 18:6-9  • Ps 33 (32):1, 12, 18-22  • Heb 11:1-2, 8-19  • Luke 12:32-48

Night can mean different things to different people, and different things to the same people, depending on the particular situation. It may be the time for wonderfully carefree enjoyment; or it can be the time when these positive hours tragically descend into times of violence, drug-fuelled addiction, and road deaths and injuries. Through companionship, a shared meal or entertainment, it can be a time of rest, reflection, renewal of physical and spiritual energies that have been depleted by daytime demands; or it can be a time of sleeplessness, nightmares, fears of domestic or public security that may threaten us inside or outside our homes. It is a time for making love, and a time for crying the tears we cannot show to the day. When we experience a blackout in our well-lit, electrically powered society, we feel vulnerable as we stumble around looking for the torch or candles, probably not appreciating that this is the situation for hundreds of millions of our sisters and brothers in places where there is no generation of electricity, or where what is available may be highly unreliable or beyond the people’s financial means. Perhaps it is on the camping holiday, or away from the city lights, that we experience the wonder of the stars and moon that illuminate the mystery of a cosmos which is so vastly larger than ourselves. As Vincent van Gogh wrote to his brother Theo, when he wanted to dream, he went out and looked at the stars, at the mystery overhanging the world. This is what he painted in his Starry Night (1888), perhaps the most perfect of his paintings.
In the first reading, the night coming of God to rescue the Hebrews from slavery in Egypt is recalled. The human and cosmic realities of night were often seen by both Jewish and Christian communities as a privileged time in which love, fear and hope, can erupt into human history as exodus, prophetic dreams and visions, birth, death and resurrection – and that which is still to come: the Second Coming of Christ, the return of the Master, as today’s gospel will image it. The reading from the Book of Wisdom is part of a longer narrative which describes how Wisdom, the presence of God in the cosmos and in human history, saves the faithful while their enemies perish. Behind this memory is the tenth plague, the destruction of the firstborn of Egypt, and the salvation of the Hebrews from genocide by their safe passage through the waters of the Sea of Reeds. What we moderns call ‘history,’ the psalmist sees as the all-embracing reality of God and the divine watchful care. As we pray with the verses of the responsorial Ps 33 (32), God is a shield and refuge to those who trust and hope in God’s counsel and plans, and his loving kindness is the source of our confident joy – a reality that should sustain us in our waiting for this to be realised by our limited and often impatient consciousness of this truth.
Luke shows us this confidence in the gospel reading. He is well aware that the stress levels in a community may often be high, that life on earth can be busy and distracting from what is a disciple’s true treasure – the treasure of the kingdom. Where we store this treasure is very different to the barns of the rich fool in last Sunday’s gospel; the ‘storage house’ for the treasures of the kingdom that have been promised us by our faithful God, is our ‘heart,’ the biblical centre of a person’s being, where what is most important is safeguarded. To make room for the treasures of the kingdom we need hearts that are full of emptiness of desire for wealth and power, but are well stocked with love of the poor and disadvantaged. Our sharing with our sisters and brothers and our almsgiving (a word ‘unknown’ for most of our contemporary computer ‘spell checks’!), leaves space for the security of heaven’s riches. Selling possessions and giving alms is an individual challenge, but it is also more than that in our globalized world. It lays on the developed nations the obligation of trying to restore life and hope to those nations that are burdened by impossible monetary debts and sanctions, land confiscation, years of war, and rape of their tiny and fragile share of planet earth that results in famine and disease. It is not through anarchist and violent protest, but by informed and responsible discernment of political party policies and advocacy through the ballot box, and the social action and prayer of which we are individually or communally capable, that we can work towards what Vatican II said of the new earth and new heaven (The Church in the Modern World, art. 39):

Therefore, while we are warned that it profits us nothing if we gain the whole world and lose ourselves, the expectation of a new earth must not weaken but rather stimulate our concern for cultivating this one. For here grows the body of a new human family, a body which even now is able to give some foreshadowing of the new age.

The themes that run through the several sayings and parables of today’s gospel are vigilance, preparedness, and fidelity. Christians should be dressed or ‘girded’ (the Greek word) for action. In past days of flowing religious habits, ‘tucking up’ was a necessary preliminary to getting a job done energetically and efficiently. But the memory behind this biblical expression is, as for the first reading, that of the foundational event of the Jewish Passover when the Hebrews were commanded by God to be dressed and belted up suitably, so that they would be ready for their escape from Egyptian slavery to freedom (cf. Ex 12:11). Christians are to be like faithful servants who are watching eagerly for their master’s return from “a wedding banquet,” a favourite biblical image of the end time and the Second Coming of Christ, the parousia. 
The early church had the expectation that Christ would come again during the privileged time of the great Easter night, yet unfolding history shows us that our watch will be long and, like believers in all ages, our faith and hope must be steadfast. We are not very good at waiting… Separation from our mobile phones for even a short plane flight can assume major impatient proportions, so that the minute we hear that we can now turn on our phones, out they come! (Latest news: planes are now being refitted to accommodate in-flight mobile access for all phones!) The gospel message is that those who are ready to open their hearts to Jesus, whenever and however he comes – in those whom we meet everyday, in the ordinary events of daily life, in the signs of the times, in our own personal successes and failures – for them Jesus will be ‘God-in-an-apron,’ ready to be a servant to his servants, and seat them at the table of the heavenly banquet when the great event of the parousia does happen. At today’s Eucharist we also sit at the table, and the hospitality of God serves us; and in each Eucharist there is some expression of an ‘an-amnesis’ prayer, a ‘not-forgetting’ prayer, that recalls the death and resurrection of Jesus and our need to be “ready to greet him when he comes again” (Third Eucharistic Prayer). In another short, daring image, Jesus describe himself as a thief who may break into our lives at any moment and, like good householders, we should be prepared, ready for that theft, for stealing – to heaven!
In response to Peter’s question about whether this parable was meant only “for us”, and by later implication for the leaders of the Christian community, or for every disciple, Jesus tells another parable that is more obviously directed to the former, to those who are gifted with the stewardship of the community and with something of the Master’s authority. But they still remain servants of the Master. To physically or psychologically abuse both male and female members of the household, to become ecclesial ‘rich fools,’ drunk with power, wealth or lust, will earn the displeasure of the returning Master. Given the tragedies of abuse in the contemporary church, this is a parable with painful relevance. Jesus underlines the truth that there is no dispensation from the demands of faithful discipleship for leaders of the Christian community. As St Augustine told his people: “For you I am a bishop; with you I am a Christian” – and a Christian of whom even more fidelity will be expected because of the gifts with which the leader has been entrusted. 
We know the saying “Seeing is believing,” but the reading from the Letter to the Hebrews suggests that for a Christian, it is not such scepticism out of which faith is expressed. We might paraphrase the message of Hebrews as “Not-seeing is believing.” The perfect example of the not-seeing but believing person is Abraham. Without knowing what lay before him, but trusting in the promises of God, Abraham leaves behind everything that gave identity to an ancient person: county, kindred, and family (cf. Gen 12:1) and, with Sarah and his brother-in-law Lot, goes forth to a land that the LORD has promised to show him. In his journey of faith he risks all, while clinging to his and Sarah’s dream of many descendants; above all, Abraham endures the heartbreak of the call to sacrifice his son Isaac. But Abraham trusts more in the Promise Maker than in the promises, and so his joy is great when Isaac is given back to him, newborn out of his father’s faithful obedience and God’s fidelity. After this, in the Genesis text, Abraham never again speaks to God, as if the biblical author wanted to symbolise not petulance, but the deep and abiding silence, the no need to speak, which is only born of profound friendship. For all of us, as for Abraham, faith is both the cost of living as a disciple and also the reward. The Letter to the Hebrews was written to strengthen the faith of the author’s community, and like them, like Abraham, we are called to cling to the hope of a future for which there seems to be little hope, no signs of fulfilment. Every program of formation, from that of children in the Christian family, through our journey into adulthood as water-drenched, wind blown and branded disciples, into parish, seminary or religious community, whatever our life situation, formation must be, like that of Abraham’s, a pilgrimage of faithful hope which makes us treasured people with transformed hearts.
Benedict refers to the last verse of today’s gospel to remind the abbot that more will be required of the one to whom more is given (cf. RB 2.30). The leader is to be an abba/amma, a father/mother who loves and nurtures the community, and stands answerable for this to both God and the community. The abbot is always a servant, as must be any Christian who is in a leadership role, be it in the family, workplace, religious community, or parish.
For verse 21 of the Prologue, Terrence Kardong offers a much stronger translation than “Clothed then with faith and the performance of good works…” (RB 1980), namely, “Therefore, let us belt our waist with faith that leads to the performance of good works…” The alternative translation is much more biblical in its language and its recall of readiness to obey God as were the Hebrews at the time of the exodus from Egypt (cf. Ex 12:11). In the New Testament, as in the parable of the Master’s affirmation of the servant who is ready to greet him on his return, this imagery assumes eschatological, ‘end of time’ significance at the Second Coming of Christ the Master. 

