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Oil & Wine  Twelfth Sunday in Ordinary Time  21 June 2009
• Job 38:1, 8-11  • Ps 107:23-26, 28-31  • 2 Cor 5:14-17  • Mark 4:35-41

Today we come down from the peaks of Easter and the last two Solemnities to resume our journey across the plains of Ordinary Time. This is not a dull, uneventful time, but weeks that are ‘ordered,’ not so much in a mathematical sequence as ordered and pointing to the unfolding mystery of Christ. Sunday is to the week what Easter is to the whole liturgical year, and its celebration does not allow us to forget the paschal vision that we have glimpsed from the cross and garden. Gathered in the risen Christ, attentive to Word and Sacrament and to one another, we remember that our everyday lives are inserted into Christ who transforms our ordinary existence with extraordinary possibilities.

It is a somewhat stormy re-entry, but the revelation of God in storms, the God who can shake us out of our comfort zones, is significant in the Old Testament. Moses receives the Torah in this context (cf. Ex 19-20); Elijah has to go through the whirlwind at the door of the cave on Mount Horeb/Sinai to discover God in the sound of sheer silence (1 Kgs 19:12-13); Ezekiel is called to prophecy by the vision of the storm in which is the divine presence (Ezek 1:4). And in the first reading God speaks to Job out of the whirlwind, asks him to stand up, get off his dung heap, and brace himself to answer the questions of the God he has been impatiently questioning! The previous chapters of this book have been filled with the emotional storms of Job’s pain and grief at the personal tragedies that have afflicted him, and the unhelpfulness of his friends. Now the deluge of his emotions is spent, and God is present to him to whirl him around into a new vision of his life and his God. In some of the most powerful and poetic language of the bible, God’s questions rain down on Job, break over him, wave after wave. What does Job know about how to run the world?! God speaks as the creator of the sea and the land and the whole cosmos, and yet the portion that we hear today does not describe a mythological and fierce battle resulting in the creation of the sea, such as we find in the creation narratives of many other ancient cultures. In graphic imagery, God is described as a midwife who watches the waters break from the womb, and when this new piece of creation is delivered, wraps it in the swaddling bands of mist and cloud, and lays it down in darkness that quietens and calms it. When it is querulous, God controls the sea, and establishes boundaries for its behaviour. As Job listens, he realizes that this is a God he can trust in the storms of his own life. 

Despite our extraordinary scientific discoveries, our expanding exploration of the universe, authentic wisdom requires that we do not and cannot know everything. The limitation on our knowledge, and that of every generation, past and future, may exasperate, humiliate, or discourage us. Yet it is at the root of the original human temptation: the desire to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, to be God in our own terms, and not as God’s creation. Authentic wisdom, on the other hand, springs from the humble acceptance of our human limitations, of admitting that we do not even know ourselves completely. This does not mean that we excuse ourselves from faith that seeks understanding, but it does mean that, like Job, our faith will be ready to trust the One who is our personal future, the future of the world, the future of the church. 

We respond to this reading with verses from Ps 107. In land-locked Israel, the people, even merchants and fishermen whose livelihood depended on it, had a great fear of the sea and its unknown depths that were the home of great monsters.  It is these people who are among those that the psalm describes as praising God for his steadfast love (hesed) in delivering them from the perils of the sea. The people cry for help, and God answers; there is no other basis for this response of God than the merciful recognition of their helplessness. Our sinfulness is the cause of personal and social chaos, and out of these storms, too, God will rescue us. So the antiphon that we repeat is the first verse of this hymn is very fitting: “Give thanks to the Lord, his love is everlasting.”

Mark is writing his gospel for a community overwhelmed by persecution, Christians who realistically knew that any day they might either be swept away by the waves of their own infidelity to Christ or blown off their Christian course by the fear of imprisonment or death. The temptation is to feel that Jesus is ‘asleep’ and indifferent to their trials. So Mark has this storm scene which comes at the end of a day when Jesus has been teaching at the Sea of Galilee, on the lakeside edge which is the ‘boundary’ between the land and water, and where Jesus called his first disciples. The evangelist offers us a very human picture of Jesus who, after having given himself all day to the crowds, takes the initiative in telling his disciples that they should all go across to the other side of the lake. So the disciples take him with them in the boat, “just as he was,” the wisdom teacher overwhelmed with tiredness. This is the first of the six Markan crossings that are much more than geographical excursions. On this occasion, Jesus is leaving the Jewish side of the lake and crossing to the other side, the unknown region of the Decapolis, that is primarily Gentile territory, and where the first person they meet will be the deranged and naked man, stripped of human dignity, abused and self-abusing, a living dead man among the tombs (Mark 5:1-20). But before this shore is reached, there is more than the lake to be crossed: there is the boundary between fear and faith that is a rough crossing to Christians of all times and places. As St Augustine warned his people: “The storm is brewing in your hearts…Watch out for shipwreck!”

The waters of the lake are a dangerous place, with the winds sweeping down unexpectedly and often fiercely from the overlooking Heights of Golan. This night the winds and water are no more hospitable to Jesus and his disciples than the scribes and Pharisees, and even Jesus’ own family, have been in the previous chapters of the gospel. This is all part of the scenario of opposition that Mark continues to build up as the backdrop to Jesus’ mission. Some of the disciples are fishermen who know the waters well, and perhaps have all the more reason for feeling fear swamp their boat. But Jesus is asleep on the cushions, apparently unconcerned. Their cries to him sound more like accusations than words of faith. Jesus rises from sleep, and shows his authority over the chaotic waters, that divine authority which was “in the beginning” of creation (Gen 1:2); which allowed the Hebrews to pass through the Sea of Reeds (Ex 14-15); which we have heard revealed to Job; and which we praised in the responsorial psalm. Jesus stands, rebukes the powers of death that threaten them, and peace returns to the cosmos. Just so he will one day rise from the sleep of death to calm his disciples’ storms of despair and disillusionment, and give them the Easter gift of his peace. “Have you still no faith?” Jesus asks, and they turn to one another, not to Jesus, in their fearful bewilderment. 

Not only Jesus’ boat companions, not only Mark’s community, but we ourselves experience the onslaught of storms. Often they sweep down upon us as suddenly as the winds and waves on the lake, and we find ourselves unprepared, for example, for our own illness, the terminal diagnosis of a loved one, the upheaval of personal relationships, the painful retrenchment. The mass media brings global tragedies into our homes. We are confronted by reports of diminishing church attendance, statistics of the shortage of priests, divisions in the church, worries about our young people’s faith commitment. And we may often hear ourselves saying, at least with our inner voices, “Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?” Yet he is there in our storms as surely as he was on the Sea of Galilee, and just as that crossing was Jesus’ initiative, so it is his initiative that sometimes we must make a hard crossing to another shore of new beginnings – but always in his company. Formed in the midst of the storm of World War II, the World Council of Churches chose the logo that it still uses and that was inspired by today’s gospel: a small boat with a cross for its mast, riding out the waves. 

What overwhelms Paul is the love of Christ. Paul has experienced his own ‘whirlwind’ at Damascus that, even more than for Job, has turned his life in a new direction, has driven him across boundaries that he also urges his Corinthians to cross for the love of Christ. Paul has crossed from seeing Christ as a human adversary to the risen Lord; from self-centred living to living for Christ; from human judgement of his sisters and brothers to seeing them as those for whom Christ lived, died, and rose again, and in whom all become a new creation. Paul can write like this and be believed because his faith has endured the storm of attacks on his apostolic authority by some within the Corinthian community and from suffering without. He will show himself as unflinching in his rebuke of the Corinthians regarding problems that threaten to swamp their church: moral compromise, sexual deviance, and lack of practical concern for one another. Still today, our Christian leaders will be credible only when, like Paul, their living matches their speaking.

Benedict wanted his monks to be overwhelmed by this same love of Christ. What he says to them holds true for all Christians who are called to make a crossing into the love of Christ that has absolutely the first place in our lives (RB 72.11), to which nothing is to be preferred, because by his death Christ has shown that he prefers nothing to us.

Those who are turbulent, excitable individuals who cause waves of disturbance in a community are not well-regarded by Benedict. He is quite explicit about this when describing the qualities required of the two significant community leaders, the abbot and cellarer. In their own different ways, they were responsible for peace and good order in the monastery (RB 31.1; 64.16), something that is impossible if one is not at peace with oneself. RB 64.1, especially, is an excellent checklist for our qualification as this kind of person! 
