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Oil & Wine Twenty-fifth Sunday in Ordinary Time 20 September 2009
• Wis 2:2, 17-20  • Ps 54 (53):3-7  • Jas 3:16–4:3  • Mark 9:30-37

When performers return for an encore, a repeat performance, it is usually in the context of the audience’s appreciation of what has just been heard or experienced. The ‘encore,’ the repeat of Jesus’ second passion prediction, has nothing in common with such an encore. For the disciples, the smaller audience that is travelling alone with Jesus, it is not a welcome repeat of the first prediction that we heard last Sunday. Today the crowds have been left behind and Jesus is focusing all his attention and teaching on the Twelve as their journey brings them closer to Jerusalem. That their obtuseness needs such attention is highlighted by the event that has taken place immediately before the gospel that is proclaimed today. The disciples have indignantly asked Jesus why they could not heal the epileptic and mute boy, and are unhappy with Jesus’ answer that implies that it was because of their lack of prayerful faith (cf. Mark 9:28-29).

In today’s reading there is the same pattern as we heard last week: prediction of Jesus’ passion, death and resurrection; misunderstanding of the disciples; and then Jesus’ instruction on true discipleship. Jesus again names himself as the Son of Man, evoking memories of the mysterious figure in the Book of Daniel who comes to announce the end of one era and the beginning of a more glorious one (cf. Dan 7:13-14), but Jesus looks beyond his earlier reference to rejection by the elders, the chief priests and the scribes, and says he will be handed over into “human hands.” The culpability for his death is widened. We may sometimes ask: “Who killed Jesus?” and a Jewish historian offers the following comment about “human hands,” suggesting that we should ask a different question, namely, “What crucified Jesus?”:

‘What crucified Jesus?’ What crucified Jesus was the destruction of human rights, Roman imperialism, selfish collaboration. What crucified Jesus was the type of regime which, throughout history, is forever crucifying those who would bring human freedom, insight, or a new way of looking at man’s relationship to man. Domination, tyranny, dictatorship, power and the disregard for the life of others were what crucified Jesus. If there were among them Jews who abetted such a regime, then they too shared the responsibility. The mass of Jews, however, who were so bitterly suffering under Roman domination that they were to revolt in but a few years against its tyranny, can hardly be said to have crucified Jesus. In the crucifixion, their own plight was clearly written on the cross itself.
After Jesus has spoken, a dense, dumb silence settles on the disciples, and not even Peter can manage an argument or a question in response. They are all floundering in disappointment and disillusionment because they have failed to understand a word that Jesus is saying. But what makes their deepening obtuseness even worse, is that “they were afraid to ask him” what he meant. Better, they think, to be ignorant of any danger in which they might be personally involved if they continue to follow a master who announces that suffering lies ahead of him, in case it has implications for themselves. Let’s ignore it, and hope that it goes away! There can be the same temptation for us in difficult times: the temptation to stop questing and questioning in case we learn something that will force us out of our pseudo-comfort zones and make us admit honestly that Christian discipleship inevitably involves both suffering and joy, death and resurrection.

When Jesus and the disciples reach Capernaum, in the intimacy of the house, Jesus challenges his disciples whom he knew had found their tongues along the way and become articulate enough to argue with one another about who was the greatest among them. That Jesus is aware of this plunges them into even deeper and, perhaps embarrassed silence – if even this emotion can penetrate their self-centredness. There is an obvious contrast between the disciples’ concern about their own pecking order and Jesus’ vulnerability and powerlessness that he has just announced to them. Jesus needs to shock his disciples into recognising the meaning of true discipleship, and so to explain the paradox of the first being the last and the servant of all, Jesus does something that is regarded as inconceivable in 1st century Palestinian culture. Into the centre of a group of adult males, he not only places a child but he also takes the child in his arms. Only one other time in the New Testament is the word for this intimate action of Jesus used, and that is when Luke describes the welcoming, compassionate embrace of the prodigal son by the prodigally loving father in Luke 15:20. Ancient Judaism had little regard for the individuality or status of children – in fact they were regarded, along with women and slaves, as almost non-persons. Rabbis did not normally associate with children whom they regarded as chattering distractions from their spiritual teaching. And yet here is Jesus preaching a ‘parable in action’ to his disciples, with a “little child” who is to be welcomed as Jesus does. In Aramaic (talya) and Greek (pais), the word can mean both “child” and “servant,” and Jesus plays with this word while embracing the child and speaking of true servanthood, for neither the child nor the servant has any claim to power or status. This is what the disciples must learn, shocking though it may seem to them. Mark situates this event “in the house,” a symbol of the household of the church that is to be characterised as one of equality and inclusion, especially of the little ones, the vulnerable the dispossessed, and those whose human dignity is violated.

 It is the responsibility of the leaders of the Christian community, personified in the twelve disciples, to set this example of hospitality in every generation. All disciples who offer such a welcome forge a link in the chain of hospitality that binds them together with Jesus and his Father.  In our own times, we have to face the tragic failure of those who have welcomed children only for their own abusive ends, and hope and pray that the church will learn not be silent in its response as were the disciples in today’s gospel. 

The first reading from the Book of Wisdom offers us a portrait of the just person and an insight into the psychology of the violent and unjust. Here is the same pattern of behaviour that Jesus has to endure from his enemies, the same expectations about which he tried to instruct his disciples. The just person is a teacher of the way of righteousness, but he is often rejected for this because it is an inconvenient and unwelcome reproach to the consciences of his opponents who regard what he is teaching as an implicit criticism of their own behaviour, their upbringing, their interpretation of God’s law. Like a pack of wild animals, the unjust lie in wait, ready to ambush and devour their prey (cf. Ps 17 (16):11; 59 (8):3-4). Annoyance, ridicule and persecution build up into a storm of violence, cruelty and death that becomes a test not only of the just one’s fidelity to God but also of God’s fidelity to the just one. It was such violence that brought Jesus to his death; such were the jeering taunts by his enemies as he hung on the cross that if he were truly the Son of God, God would save him (cf. Mark 15:29-32). God will save Jesus – but on the other side of death. This is the hard but hope-filled truth that Jesus tries to explain to his disciples along the way; it is the same truth that we have to struggle to accept along our way of discipleship.

With Ps 54 (53), we pray our own faith response to God, asking not only that God be our helper when we are opposed by the ambitious and ruthless, but also remembering all those people in personal and social situations where justice is violated, where it seems  that the insolent and those who regard themselves as gods are triumphing over the oppressed. As a faith community we are gathered at Eucharist, the great thanksgiving, which we offer in, through and with Christ, for the triumph over death of the most faithful and risen One.

James also gives us two contrasting images of people: firstly, of the ambitious person whose wisdom is earthbound, “from below,” focused on success in this world and ready to ride roughshod over anyone and anything that gets in the way of such ambition. That such people leave a trail of destruction behind them is only too obvious in our own times: the entrepreneurs whose self-aggrandisement destroys the hard-won savings of people who trustingly invested in their enterprises; the families suffering because of the ambition and competitiveness that has displaced mutual love and support. Also ‘from below’ is the action of those whose lives are ruled by hypocrisy rather than by integrity; by the single determinant of pleasure rather than the acceptance of some suffering that is always involved in love; and by those who cannot reconcile human suffering with human dignity and go to great ends to propagate the values of a ‘pain-free culture’ that is a contradiction of gospel values. 

The other kind of person follows the path of wisdom “from above,” and James gives us a wonderful checklist of attitudes that are responses to this God-given wisdom. All are concerned with our relationships with other people and the peace-making and unselfishness to which we are called as Christian individuals-in-community. This portion of James’ letter can be a searching review of life for us as we continually struggle to convert our hearts to the way of God’s holy wisdom shown forth in Christ.

Benedict saw authority not as status but as a service. The abbot must recognise “that his goal must be for the profit of the monks, not preeminence for himself” (RB 64.8 RB 180 trans.). The latter is always an occupational hazard for those in authority, be they Jesus’ first disciples, contemporary ecclesial leaders, or those with leadership roles in ministry or in the secular sphere. The temptation to self-service rather than service of Christ can be subtle and pervasive, as well as corruptive, if it is not resisted. One reason sometimes put forward for Benedict’s attitude to his priors, and the defensive and hesitant tone of RB 65, is that he may well have had experience of power struggles within the community that made him wary of this leadership position.

Just as Jesus placed a child among the disciples and embraced this ‘little one,’ the gospel symbol of all those who are disregarded or have no special social status or ‘usefulness,’ so Benedict also names the ‘little ones’ who are to be the special concern of his communities. He adds the authority of the Rule to the care of the aged and of children, commenting that “although human nature is itself indulgent” to them (RB 35.1) – a debatable point in many of our contemporary societies – his followers are reminded of the authority of the Rule that adds emphasis to the practical love and respect that should be shown to those who are regarded as‘unproductive’ according, as James would say, to wisdom ‘from below.’ Benedict specifically names the guests, especially the poor and the strangers who are to be recognised as a blessing to the monastery and a special presence of Christ (RB 53.1, 15; 66.3), and also the sick for whom there is to be a priority of loving and practical care at the heart of the community (RB 59). Outside the monastery, how do we name the ‘little ones’ among us today, and do our practical attitudes to them measure up against the word of God as Benedict tried to encourage his monks to measure up?  
