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Oil & Wine  Fourteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time  5 July 2009
• Ezek 2;2-5  • Ps 123 (122):1-4  • 2 Cor 12:7-10  • Mark 6:1-6

All three readings today bear witness to the truth that failure and vulnerability are part of the human condition. As Christians, however, we are not to see this as a gloomy, masochistic attitude but rather as Maria Boulding writes in Gateway to Hope: An Exploration of Failure:

If you have ever been sickened by the failure of some enterprise into which you put your best efforts and the love of your heart, you are caught up into the fellowship of Christ’s death and resurrection, whether or not you thought of your experience in that way. God had dealt with our failure by himself becoming a failure and so healing it from the inside. This is why we can meet him in our failure; it is a sure place for finding him, since he has claimed it. So central is failure to the Easter mystery that a person who has never grappled with it could scarcely claim to be Christ’s friend and follower. 

We might even dare to say that the Word was made a failure and dwelt among us – a radical contradiction to the cult of celebrities in many of our contemporary societies.

In the first reading, we hear that, as the prophet Ezekiel lies prostrate before the glory of God, God tells him to stand up and speak to his upper class compatriots with whom he was exiled to Babylon in the first wave of exile in 597 BCE – a typical ‘brain drain’ attempt that conquerors still inflict on subjugated people. God does not offer Ezekiel an encouraging job description. On the contrary, he is to be a forth-teller of God’s word to those exiles whose impudence and stubborness made them rebellious and deaf to God. Whether or not these people respond to Ezekiel is not to be Ezekiel’s concern. His responsibility is to be unflinching and passionate in his proclamation, to accept that a prophet is often not appreciated by those nearest to him or her. It is enough for people to realise, even or often in retrospect, that there has been a prophet among them. The ‘tall poppy’ syndrome still flourishes in many places today: the warped delight that some people have in cutting others down to size, certainly a smaller size than themselves. “Who do they think they are?!” might not be expressed openly, but by way of subtle innuendo or damning with faint praise. In this centenary year of Blessed Mary MacKillop’s death, we might remember an Australian example of a woman who suffered painful ‘cutting down’, even to the extent of excommunication for a time. The deaf and unresponsive ones responsible for this were leaders of the same church which now recognizes in her “a prophet among them.”
We respond to the first reading with verses from Ps 123 (122), one of the psalms of ascent that were sung by pilgrims going up to Jerusalem and praising God for their deliverance from exile and other distress and opposition. Baptism has gathered us into the new temple of Christ’s body, and so as pilgrims we also lift up our eyes to the God who is always a caring and merciful Master and Mistress for those who are faithful servants of their God. 
Paul, too, suffers because of his rejection by some of those who are members of his Corinthian Church, and also from the bitter disputes within that church. There has been much speculation about the meaning of Paul’s “thorn in the flesh,” and the exact meaning of this we will never know. However, apart from any physical disability, the opposition he has met from the “super-apostles” (2 Cor 11:5) and opposition in his community, could be expected to cause both physical and mental anguish. Paul does not suffer stoically or complacently, but three times begs the Lord to relieve him of his suffering so that he can continue to serve the Corinthians. But then comes his realization – or rather a revelation from the Lord – that his weaknesses and failures are what hollow out his personal depths, emptying him of any illusions of his own success, and so creating within him a space where the power of Christ can dwell. It is only when we, too, like Paul and Ezekiel, humbly accept our own weaknesses, that we can glimpse God’s glory at work within us, and stand up more firmly grounded in our faith in the power of God in Christ.
It is perhaps appropriate that as we step back again into Ordinary Time we see Jesus embodying the ‘scandal’ of the ordinary as a member of a human family with no recognised public status, and as one who works with his hands. When Jesus is invited to teach in his hometown synagogue at Nazareth, he too is a victim of the ‘tall poppy’ syndrome, someone who has to be cut down to the expectations of those who think they know everything about this man who grew up among them. The first response of the synagogue assembly is astonishment at Jesus’ wisdom and the deeds of power that they admit he has worked. But first responses quickly give way to second and domestic, parochial thoughts. After all, the Nazareth people know his family, and the fact that Jesus is a local craftsman. What else is there to know? Certainly they are closed to any surprising action of God that would violate their own expectations and insight, and they consider their wisdom superior to that of Jesus. He expresses his regret at the people’s response with the words that can still be so true today, in the church and in society: that “Prophets are not without honour, except in their own hometown and among their own kin, and in their own house.” Mark comments ironically that Jesus is also amazed – at the people’s lack of faith that result in his powerlessness and inability to work only a few deeds of power among them, for faith is required for such deeds. 
Today’s gospel offers another example of what is a continuing and strong theme in Mark’s gospel, and already heard in the gospels of the last two Sundays of Ordinary Time – the misunderstanding of Jesus, even by those nearest and dearest to him: the terrified disciples on the lake, the scornful mourners at Jairus’ house. To go against the tide of family customs, public opinion, or established religious tradition in order to speak forth the truth with personal integrity, is as difficult today as it was in 1st century CE Palestine, but it unites those who act in this way with the prophetic, if painful, mission of Jesus. We all need to have humble and gospel based discernment of the authenticity of prophets, and continued success and wide acceptance is a dangerous criterion. 
This is only the second, and the last time that Mark mentions Mary. She, too, had to make a painful journey through doubts, misperceptions and dispossessions because, as Paul has told us, God is revealed especially in human weakness, and surely no one had a more testing journey of faith than Mary – for her honour and glory. The three later gospels will bear the fruit of the early church’s ongoing reflection on her, as the church is still doing today. 
Just as the people of Nazareth were critical of Jesus because he seemed too ‘ordinary’ to be a prophet, so Benedictine monastic life and spirituality may also seem very ordinary insofar as it is usually undramatic and not very exciting in terms of celebrity status and high flying achievement. But this can be its strength, the strength and power of a life that is essentially liveable whether in the monastery or beyond, as many women and men are discovering as they search Benedict’s Rule for wisdom that can nourish their own way of life.  The great adventure is one of faith, of setting out to follow Christ “with the Gospel as our guide” (RB Prol 21).
Benedict believes that reason and justice are to temper any necessary strictness (cf. RB Prol 46-47). The abbot must be respectful of individual differences, arranging daily life so that “the strong have something to yearn for and the weak nothing to run from” (RB 64.19). In attitudes to children and the elderly (RB 37.1), matters of food (RB 39.3), communication with guests after the beginning of the Great Silence after Compline (RB 42.11), and the disciplining of young people (RB 70.4-5), faith and ordinary human wisdom are both to be considered – a wise partnership for our everyday.
In a Life-Giving Way, Esther de Waal concludes her comments on “The Tools of Good Works” (RB 4) with the following reflection:
These tools for my spiritual life are not so very different from the tools for my day-to-day life at work in the garden or kitchen… And the workshop (is) the people that surround me, and the place in which I find myself, and I do not try to run away or try to escape from the reality of this, for this is where I shall find God and my own true self. God is at work, to be sought in the commonplace.
