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Oil & Wine  26th Sunday in Ordinary Time  27 September 2009
• Num 11:25-29  • Ps 19 (18):8, 10, 12-14  • James 5:1-6  • Mark 9:38-43, 45, 47-48

Last Sunday we heard Jesus’ words to his disciples about the importance of being a welcoming community and his attempt to shock them into practical acceptance of this by his ‘parable in action’: placing a child in their midst and embracing this ‘little one.’ But so much for the disciples’ attitude to hospitality… In the very next verses (today’s gospel), John is the indignant spokesman for the Twelve, informing Jesus that a man who was “not following us” has been exorcising “in your name.” Very self-righteously, John announces to Jesus that the disciples tried to stop him. But this does not earn the commendation that John expected from Jesus because he knows that the real concern of the Twelve is not the following of Jesus – after all, the man is exorcising in the name of Jesus, thus showing his faith in him. What makes the man so unwelcome to John and the disciples is the fact that he is not following them, the Twelve! He does not belong to their ‘in group’; he is an outsider.

“They’re not one of us!” is a catch-cry of exclusion that is heard, or implied by peoples’ attitudes in many contexts, from the school playground to the broader social, political and religious arenas. The objectors are often loud and articulate: migrants will take our jobs; asylum seekers from strange lands and cultures and faiths will threaten our security; community housing in our street for people with disabilities will take down our property value; ecumenism will dilute our faith! Such critics are convinced that their opinions are correct, and anyone who doesn’t follow what they regard as the way of wisdom is to be disregarded. Jesus responds to John’s indignation by telling him that he should regard the man he is criticising as a companion in ministry, not as a competitor, and that the Twelve should welcome his deeds of power that he works in the name of Jesus because “Whoever is not against us is with us.” Offering someone a cup of water may seem to us a small act of Christian hospitality, but in a land where water is scarce, it can mean the difference between life and death, and is symbolic of the generosity that should be the mark of a follower of Jesus.

Strong emotions evoke strong language, and the Markan Jesus uses vivid images to heighten the impact of his words. The imagery of drowning because of a millstone tied around one’s neck, amputation of limbs or gouged-out eyes is a literary device used to stress the seriousness of refusing hospitality to another person, not a literal command. As well as those who are ‘little ones,’ people with no claim to social status, there may also be a reference here to those who are young in faith, or perhaps entering the Christian community from situations that ‘established’ Christians might find unwelcome or even scandalous. We might remember those who were baptised at Easter and ask ourselves if, as a parish community, we have a continuing concern for the nurturing of their faith and a sense of responsibility for making them welcome when the memory of the drama of the Great Night has faded?

The context of the lectionary reading from the Book of Numbers (which precedes today’s reading in Num 11:1-24) is Moses’ choice of seventy elders of the people to help him bear the burden of coping with the grumbling and peevish crowd of Hebrews who were dissatisfied with eating the manna, the food of freedom, and whose memory is selective about they what they ate in Egypt, forgetting that there they ate the food of slaves. Moses and the seventy elders go to the tent of meeting, and there are gifted with the spirit of the Lord which empowers them to prophesy. Joshua (who on the death of Moses would succeed him as leader of the people) is upset when he hears that two men, Eldad and Medad, who did not come to the tent of meeting – although it seems that they were among those chosen by Moses – are back in the camp, and they, too, are prophesying! In this incident, Joshua is a stickler for details, for his own version of “They’re not one of us!” He judges them as disobeying Moses by remaining in the camp, and voices his implied criticism of God for also granting them the gift of prophesy outside the established structures. Like John in the gospel, Joshua begs Moses to stop them. But Moses asks Joshua to examine his real reason for this outburst. Is it because he is jealous for Moses’ authority? He leaves unsaid the suggestion that Joshua may also be jealous for his own status… God’s gifts are not to be confined to the leaders of the community or one particular time or place. God is a free God who can bestow his gifts freely on whomever and wherever he wishes. A community’s leaders may be given a particular expression of the gift of prophecy, but Moses voices the wish that: “Would that all the Lord’s people were prophets, and that God would put his spirit on them!” This is what our baptism has done for us, and this is the gift for which we must take increasing and practical responsibility as we continue to say our ‘Yes’ to our baptismal calling. It is also the gift that the leaders of the church must recognise in all Christ’s faithful so that the gift may be enabled. There should be no suggestion that lay men and women are “Not one of us!” in the holiness of the church. As St Augustine said to his people in one of his sermons (quoted in article 32 of the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, in Chapter IV, regarding the laity): “What I am for you terrifies me; what I am with you consoles me. For you I am a bishop; but with you I am a Christian. The former is a title of duty; the latter, one of grace. The former is a danger; the latter salvation.”

With verses from the responsorial Ps 19 (18) we pray that we may not be presumptuous about the choices of God whose instruction and compassion are open to all people. Like Joshua and John, we can misinterpret God’s teaching, and so with the psalmist we ask God to give us a wisdom and trust that both humbly and joyfully accept the boundless and free gifts of our generous, non-discriminating God.

James also uses fierce words and devastating images in his denunciation of the rich. Wealth, he says, is not intrinsically bad, but when it becomes a determination to increase one’s possessions at any cost, it rots one’s discipleship. Having, not being, becomes the centre of such wealthy peoples’ lives, and they consider that they are justified in exploiting their workers, robbing them of their livelihood through below- subsistence wages, and continuing to widen the gap between the extravagant lifestyle of the rich and the struggling poor. Such violent injustice is a kind of ‘legalised murder,’ but if that is their attitude to life, the rich will bring disaster upon themselves. God hears the cry of the poor and exploited, and those who ignore it will discover that their material possessions will eventually corrode and turn to dust. Those who oppose the poor will be opposed by God. The diseases of the individual heart can infect the social and political order. In our own times, the resources of the earth can be used to support the extravagant lifestyle of people in developed countries at the expense of developing nations; corrupt regimes can perpetuate economic and political systems that favour the privileges of the  rich minority while dispossessing the many poor; and the church has to examine its conscience about its stance with regard to its own financial priorities. Surely selling church property in order to support works for the poor is to be praised. We can challenge the social divide with the witness of our own just living, with prayer, with informed advocacy, and with the ballot box.

Just as James is fierce in his condemnation of the arrogant rich, so Benedict also uses strong language when he speaks about the “vice” of private ownership within the monastery. This is something that he says “must be torn up by the roots” (RB 33.1) because, like a stubborn weed, it can spread through the whole community with devastating effect. All gardeners know the effort it takes to dig down deeply to uproot the whole weed and resist the temptation of the easier and quicker ‘cosmetic’ disposal of only the part that is on the surface. Indeed, the history of monasticism shows that the decay of many monasteries was due to wrongly acquired and misused wealth. Benedict returns to this same language in RB 55.18 in the context of the responsibility of the abbot for providing whatever is necessary so that no one in the community squirrels things away – even in his bed! To hold all things in common is a particular expression of Benedictine life. For what they need, and for appropriate discernment of this, individuals are called to dependence on those in authority, especially the abbot and the cellarer (cf. RB 31.7; 33.5).  Such dependence is an expression of solidarity with the poor who are so dependent on others, and so often humiliated, disappointed and ignored by people or systems. The artisans of the community also are reminded to set their prices at “a little lower than people outside the monastery are able to set, so that in all things God may be glorified” – rather than the artisan be glorified, Benedict seems to imply (RB 57.7-9; 1 Pet 4:11).  Certainly the structures of supplying what is needed today in community life are very different from the 5th century, but whether it be a stylus or computer, it is not possession by an individual for their own self-gratification but for service of the community and ministry (cf. RB 33.6) that are the distinguishing criteria between needs and wants. Religious profession is an expression of radical poverty (cf. RB 58.24-26) that cannot be retracted by small or greater possessiveness in terms of ownership, power or pleasure. Not only monks but every follower of Christ is called to resist such temptations that can be so subtly expressed and deeply rooted in our affluent contemporary societies.
