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Oil & Wine Twenty-first Sunday in Ordinary Time  23 August 2009
• Josh 24:1-2a, 15-17, 18b  • Ps 34 (33):2-3, 16-21  • Eph 5:21-32  • John 6:60-69

Today we finish our reading of John 6, the Bread of Life discourse. Perhaps we should say ‘discourses,’ because Jesus has spoken of himself both as the Bread in the sense of being the Word who proceeds from the Father, and as a relationship into which we are invited in the most radical and human way possible when “the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1:14). Jesus is the one whose origin is in heaven and his manifestation is on earth. And Jesus has also spoken of himself as the Bread of life in the sense of the Eucharist and the communion of believers who sacramentally eat his body and blood so that they abide in him and in one another with the intimacy of food which becomes part of the one who eats it.  God is not completely ‘other’ nor are people completely earthbound. 
 The reading tells us that Jesus’ words resulted in a crisis moment. We are very accustomed to think of a crisis in negative terms, but its real meaning is a significant time of opportunity and decision-making that has the potential for enhancing or diminishing us as persons. The response of those who have listened to him is divided. It is not only his opponents with whom he has wrestled verbally and theologically; it is also “his disciples” who complain that his words are too hard, too illogical, too offensive of the table of Torah wisdom at which they have been nourished all their lives. The moment of decision has come. Some are not prepared to accept any new spiritual food, and so they turn their backs on Jesus and walk away to the old familiar ways in their established comfort zones.
John presents us with a portrait of Jesus as a ‘see-r’, as one who has the insight to read the signs of the times and recognise those who would not believe in him, those who would struggle with their fidelity to him, and those who would finally betray him (cf. John 2:24-24). As the narrator, John the evangelist wants his readers to know that Jesus did not die as the victim of misguided hopes, as one who goes disillusioned into death because good does not triumph over evil. Throughout his life, Jesus has his eyes wide open to the presence of unbelief and destruction, but he never swerves from the path that leads to life. But now it is not Jesus’ opponents who find Jesus’ words unacceptable; it is many of his own followers who consider his words intolerable. Jesus has named himself as the bread that has ‘come down’ from heaven. Do people want to see him ascend to heaven? Will they believe any more then? Jesus leaves the question open, because the whole sweep of Jesus’ life, from incarnation to death, resurrection and ascension, transcends anything that the disciples have yet experienced, and when they do experience it their response will be the testing ground of their faith.
  Surprisingly, after all the talk about ‘flesh,’ Jesus now says that it has nothing to offer. We have been aware during these last four weeks how the same word (such as ‘bread’) can shift and shimmer with different meanings according to its context, and so with ‘flesh.’ In John 6:51-58, Jesus is speaking of his own flesh (sarx), the Word of God who empties himself into our humanity. In contrast to this is the purely human judgement and the limited expectations of the human ‘flesh’ of many in the crowd. They see only Jesus’ physical presence; they do not listen to or perceive the Word made flesh, do not understand that Jesus is not asking his followers to eat flesh and drink blood. He is asking them to eat the Spirit-filled flesh and blood of the Son of Man, to have faith, to be open to the mystery of the Father’s call to dare to enter into the deep reality of Jesus’ presence. Faith is the gift of God, and for a gift to be gift it must be both offered and received. Jesus leaves his disciples free, neither asking them to stay nor giving them permission to go. He puts specifically to the twelve – not just to his followers – one of the most poignant of gospel questions: “Do you also wish to go away?” This is the moment of choice, the crisis. And Peter, who so often blunders with his spontaneous responses, this time is the first person so far in John’s gospel to explicitly profess faith in Jesus for the most significant of reasons: because of his origins, because he is the Holy One of God. The only offence that Jesus offers is the offence of grace – which is God’s love at work in the world.
Today’s lectionary reading ends at this point, presumably to conclude on a high and positive note, but there are two more verses in John 6, and we really need to hear these (by reading them ourselves) and so realise that the church is always haunted by the reality of infidelity and betrayal that lurks  as a tragic possibility for any of Jesus’ disciples. This affirms the truth that we recognise in ourselves: that we can be unfaithful followers of Jesus and walk away from him, yet he still loves us and seeks us. One night in the future, Peter will huddle in his dark corner to deny the one he has here acknowledged, and Judas will betray his master. There are times when any one of us may have felt like walking away from the Eucharist: tired of words about it that seem irrelevant words, words empty of spirit and life; bored with poor celebrations of it. Some of us walk away because change is too slow; others because we think it has happened too quickly. Like those listening to Jesus’ Bread of Life discourse, and the early Christian community for whom John wrote his gospel, we can be tempted to make judgements of the ‘flesh’ about Jesus; want his to conform to our expectations about how he should be present in the church in word and sacrament. We can be intolerant of his willingness to be present in the poverty of so many eucharistic celebrations – which is certainly not to say that we, both priest and people, are excused from doing all that we can to have good liturgies. But perhaps our greatest eucharistic betrayal, our walking away from its reality, can be our failure to be in communion with our sisters and brothers, and so fail to be in communion in the Body of Christ. “To whom shall we go?” asks Peter. And we remember the Jesus was the compassionate servant of all: the poor and dispossessed, the affluent seekers and the bitter rejecters, the saints and sinners; who offered the full human reality of his body and blood, from incarnation through death to resurrection, so that we may share in his eternal risen life.
In the first reading, the people gathered around Joshua, the successor of Moses, are also faced with a crisis, a moment of decision about whom they will serve. Joshua realises that those born after the Sinai experience, and who are now living more comfortably in the Promised Land, are in danger of forgetting the covenant commitment of their ancestors. They need to own it for themselves, so Joshua calls them “before God,” probably in a ritual ceremony before the ark of the covenant that contained the holy artefacts which told the story and kept the memory alive of the privileged wilderness relationship with God and the identity of their descendants. Although in this reading the ceremony is described as if it happened just once before Joshua was about to die, there is strong evidence that it would have been repeated regularly. The options that Joshua gives the people are also the options that we can transplant into our own covenant relationship with God. They can look to the past and the gods of their ancestors before they knew the saving, liberating God of the exodus; they can surrender to the present attraction of worshipping the fertility gods of the land in which they are now living, a response that is seduced by their hopes of material prosperity; or they can choose to live as people of integrity and faithfulness in their love relationship with the God who is unfailingly faithful to them. Joshua then offers the people the witness of his own unflinching choice: “…but for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.” Inspired by his leadership, the people also pledge themselves to such service.
In very different contexts, the options that Joshua offers have relevance for us, too. We can choose what we perceive as the securities of the past; we can opt to succumb to the temptations of the sociocultural present that offers the hollow benefits of material prosperity or ‘having more’ rather than ‘being more’; or we can go forward trusting in the God who continues to bring us out of slavery into freedom in Christ.
As we have in previous weeks, we respond to this reading with different verses from Ps 34 (33). Today’s verses highlight the possibility and implications of our choice of either the way of the wicked or the way of the just. There is no assurance that the just will enjoy a stress-free life; what is assured is that God will always hear the cries of the broken-hearted and be a sheltering presence for them. Again we repeat our faith that to ‘taste,’ to experience this love of God flavours our lives with sweetness rather than bitterness.
Given the patriarchal marriage situation of 1st century Palestine, the last reading that we hear from the Letter to the Ephesians may seem a difficult passage to receive positively. But the opening verse encourages us to focus on what is enduring and positive, no matter what the sociocultural context. Out of reverence for Christ, and in imitation of him who gave way to all in loving service, the Ephesians are called to give way to one another. It is a challenge that is still valid in every lifestyle, but  Margaret Y. MacDonald summarises what it should mean  in marriage:

…the transformative power of love, the importance of using one’s relationship with the Lord as a means of discerning how to treat others, and the value assigned to marriage in general (sometimes forgotten in a church eager to encourage celibacy). In addition, the author of Ephesians clearly understands household relations as having been transformed in Christ.

There is much contemporary social research, political lobbying, and tabloid articles about what really constitutes a marriage. Paul proclaims to the Ephesians that marriage is not just a contract, but a covenant of love which reflects the self-giving relationship between Christ and his church. Neither the man’s authority nor the woman’s subordination is the central issue. The love that binds a man and woman together in marriage is to be a love of equal intimacy that joins them as one flesh (cf. Gen 2:24). For both there will be sacrificial demands expressed in different sociocultural situations. Indeed, if a man loved his wife with the self-giving love of Christ for the church, patriarchal structures would crumble. One example Paul offers the Ephesians is the willingness of a man to leave his own home, his well established relationships with family and kin, for the new married relationship and new household with his wife.
Benedict is in no doubt about Peter’s response: “Lord, to whom can we go? You have the message of eternal life…” His monks are encouraged to “prefer absolutely nothing to Christ” (RB RB 72.11; 4.21) who will lead them to eternal life. This Christ is present in their sisters and brothers who are to be loved with “good zeal,” despite all their weaknesses of body or behaviour, in those with authority and those with no authority except that of being loved by Christ and revealing him: the poor, the sick, the young and old, the guests (cf. RB 31.9; 36.1-3; 51.1-15). For all these, not only monks but also all Christ’s faithful, are to be ‘bread’: blessed, broken, given and consumed and so, feeder and fed, will to be brought by Christ to everlasting life. In his call to mutual obedience (RB 71), Benedict also echoes the call for Christians to “be subject to one another out of reverence to Christ.” Always a realist, Benedict knows that there can be aggressive and querulous behaviour in any Christian community – family, parish, monastery – and the way of handling the delicate art of lovingly correcting another certainly varies greatly today from that which Benedict describes. The internal spirit of mutual respect and obedience, however, is a constant between young and old, and those personally attractive and those unattractive to us (cf. RB 63.10-12; 70.6-7).

