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Oil & Wine   Fifth Sunday in Ordinary Time 8 February 2009
• Job 7:1-4  • Ps 147 (146):1-6  • 1 Cor 9:16-19, 22-23  • Mark 1:29-39

Today we meet Job who is not a real individual but is rather the reality of every man and every woman with regard to our trials and temptations. These are recurring realities in human life, especially in the lives of the “just,” those who seek to walk in the way of faithfulness to God. Job is described, moreover, with traits that do not link him with any particular religious or confessional tradition. References to covenant, law, temple, Jerusalem or priesthood are missing. Nothing but the passionate poetry of the Book of Job could express the universality of the human experience and the pain of the first verse of the reading that we hear today: “Do not human beings have a hard service on earth, and are not their days like the days of a labourer?” If we enter into the universal drama of Job’s struggle for authentic humanity we will find ourselves under the trusting gaze of God. In the familiar words of the beginning of this book Job says: “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I shall return there; the Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord… Shall we receive the good at the hands of God, and not receive the bad?” (Job 1:21; 2:10). The following chapters show us Job challenged to embody this acceptance day after day, an experience that especially mirrors that of so many millions of ‘dung heap’ people in our own world – the sick, hungry, impoverished and just people who suffer beyond their deserts, and for whom we are called to be more positive friends than Job’s unhelpful companions.

In today’s reading Job complains of the sores of humanity in general and his own in particular. He compares his life to hard military service or the exhausting drudgery of a day labourer. He feels like a slave under the unrelenting sun or the worker who longs for the day to end only to know that a miserable night of tossing and turning lies ahead. The repetition of such days is imaged as being like a shuttle that passes back and forward to weave a cloth about which Job sees nothing beautiful or creative, but just a repetitive monotony of existence that is over when the thread runs out and his life is put aside. Job’s words, however, are not just complaint; they are lamentation such as we meet in the psalms, prophets like Jeremiah, and the whole Book of Lamentation. Through “months of emptiness and nights of misery” Job makes no attempt to turn to a ‘better’ God, but flees to the God whom he accuses and argues with, before whom Job asserts his innocence and God’s hostility as only a friend can, believing that God will “Remember…” Perhaps the church needs to recapture and understand more deeply the place of lamentation in our lives: that ability to “sit with” our own and others’ pain; to appreciate the psalms, so many of which are laments, in the Liturgy of the Hours and beyond, and to make them more part of our prayer; to make room, for example, for parish ritual-making where the parish gathers with those who have suffered, to name, for example, domestic violence, divorce, separation, abuse, retrenchment or unemployment. Before God and one another we would come in prayerful solidarity, not judgement as do Job’s unhelpful friends. The story of Job, a righteous sufferer, breaks the link between suffering and guilt and gives the people permission to lament before God. But this link was (and unfortunately still is) so strongly forged in some minds, that Jesus often has to speak out and act against it (cf. John 9:2-3).

The verses from Ps 147 (146) with which we respond to this reading remind us that the God who numbers and names the stars is not only a remote God of the cosmos. This is our God who also knows and cares for the downtrodden, the outcast and the broken-hearted, and who raises them up so that they can see stars as well as dust in their lives.

It is the world of such suffering people that the compassion of God enters in Jesus in today’s gospel. We might be tempted, like Job, to ask why allow such suffering in the first place? Instead of telling us why, Jesus shows us how to respond to it. With a gentle and healing touch and with words of power he raises those suffering from tortured bodies and psyches. His commitment to humanity will take him into death – and through death into life. Like Jesus, we are called to grasp the hands of sufferers, help them up, and be hospitable to those in need, remembering that we all have our own ‘demons’ that can take over so much of our lives. Traditionally, one way of referring to these destructive forces is as the seven ‘capital sins’: pride, anger, envy, gluttony, lust, avarice, sloth. Last year the Vatican did an ‘update,’ adding to the list the contemporary evils of environmental pollution, unacceptable genetic manipulation, the accumulation of excessive wealth, drug trafficking and consumption, morally debatable experiments, and the violation of fundamental human rights.

From the worship space of the synagogue, the place of last Sunday’s healing, Jesus goes immediately into the domestic space of Simon’s and Andrew’s house, accompanied by James and John. The apprenticeship of Jesus’ first disciples is busy and varied. Jesus readily responds to their request that he heal Simon’s mother-in-law, and Mark offers us in a few words a delicate gospel cameo of Jesus’ healing and the response to it. It seems that the disciples have caught (at least for this beginning moment) something of Jesus’ daring synagogue freedom. They are free enough to ask Jesus to do something that was taboo under Jewish law: to touch a woman, other than one’s wife, and to heal on the sabbath. Jesus is the supremely free one who does not discriminate between male and female, even though to hold the hand of this sick woman could earn him the accusation of ritual uncleanness from a less receptive audience. Grasped by Jesus’ healing compassion, she is “raised up,” and her immediate response to this ‘resurrection’ moment is to serve Jesus and his companions. Only once more will Mark use this word for ‘to serve,’ and that is again in a context concerning women, the women who stood had served him in Galilee, and in Jerusalem stood looking at the crucifixion (Mark 15:41). This is a reminder that in baptism, through which there is no Jew and Greek. there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male or female” (Gal 4:27). We were all raised up in Christ, all are one, and all are called to serve him and our sisters and brothers. It is also, perhaps, a hint of the significance of women’s diaconal service in the early church.

The crowd is not as free as Jesus with regard to sabbath healing. They wait until “after sunset,” when the sabbath is over, and then bring their sick in body and mind to him. Jesus responds to this universal longing for health and wholeness, while again commanding the evil spirits not to speak of him because until his death and resurrection, his true messianic identity of someone much more than a healer cannot be revealed. It could, indeed, be manipulated by Jesus’ opponents into charges of his being on the side of the kingdom of evil (cf. Mark 3:22-27).

But the One who has first place in Jesus’ life is not the sick or the possessed person, not his disciples; it is his God who is acting in him and through him. “Early in the morning,” therefore, in silence and solitude, Jesus withdraws to a deserted pace where he can be alone with God. The rhythm of involvement in ministry and withdrawal in prayer is essential for Jesus’ disciples in every age, something that Simon and his companions have not learned. They hunt him down, and there is a note of reproach in their reminder that everyone is looking for him (including them!) What Jesus has heard in his prayer is the call to proclaim the reigning presence of God in other towns, and perhaps the disciples are rather less enthusiastic about leaving the successes and acclamations of yesterday for another hard haul into unknown territory. How often are we, too, less than eager to leave our ‘yesterdays’ of success for an unknown ‘tomorrow’ to which God seems to be calling us? How important is prayer to our discernment of moving on or staying put, and how much to we trust in travelling in the company of Jesus?

Paul has learned the lesson of the importance of the service of others. Having heard the urgent call to preach the gospel, like Jesus he tries to identify with others in their various life situations. Freed of his ‘demons’ as a persecutor of Christians, he is now bound to Christ, adapting the gospel, but without compromise, so that others may share in its freedom. Paul will accept no payment for his ministry except that of earning the blessing of the good news. This contributes to his freedom, for he is under no pressure to please any sponsor or preach what anyone wants to hear. Christ is the only one to whom he is bound, the only one he must please. To remain free of social constraints, financial inducements as opposed to unpaid ministry, and even some small-minded ecclesial expectations, are challenges that still demand our prayerful discernment today.

The balanced seeking of God in prayer and work is a Benedictine ideal. Benedict has no time for pseudo-contemplatives who are so busy seeking God in spiritual experiences that they have no time for God in the everyday round of work. But neither does he want communities of workaholics, involved in work that they often make for themselves, sometimes as subtle escapism from times of prayer and the contemplative dimension of their lives. We know that such temptation is not confined to monasteries or religious communities. For our consolation, when Benedict speaks about work he says that “everything should be arranged in moderation because of the fainthearted” (RB 48.9, 24-25). Ch 48, “On the Daily Manual Work,” is a wonderful statement of the need for the integration of prayer and work, with freedom for holy reading mentioned eleven times. The fact that Benedict is also ready to recommend help for those like the cellarer (RB 31.17), those working in the kitchen (RB 35.4) or serving the guests (RB 51.20) who can be too easily over-worked, shows a realistic attitude, and perhaps his personal experience of this dangerous lack of balance. Of course, the unspoken expectation is that such help should be humbly and gratefully accepted, which is not always an easy response!  
