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Oil & Wine Nineteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time  9 August 2009
• 1 Kgs 19:4-8  • Ps 34 (33):2-9  • Eph 4:30–5:2  • John 6:41-51

Complaints, disappointments, resistance to surprises – all these are served with Jesus’ ongoing talk about bread in today’s lectionary readings. And at times it all seems too hard, too depressing to try to sort things out. It might be easier just to drop out: out of sight of Jezebel, the Phoenician wife of King Ahab and patron of the false prophets if you are Elijah after the defeat of these prophets on Mount Carmel; out of the crowd listening to Jesus talk about the bread of life; out of the Christian community at Ephesus which demands the hard work of faith and loving behaviour with one another.
The Elijah we meet today is no longer the super-confident prophet who triumphed in the big burn-up on Mount Carmel (1 Kgs 20-40). He is now suffering the ‘situational depression’ of prophetic burnout. Has he been too theatrical, too committed to a one man show and forgetful of the one hundred true prophets whom Obadiah hid in a cave (cf. 1 Kgs 18:4), too vicious in his slaughtering of the prophets of Baal? It seems so, and Jezebel is after him. It is all too much, and Elijah escapes into the wilderness and sits down under a fragile flowering broom tree that, despite its frailty, is able to survive in the desert. Elijah doubts that he can survive either the physical desert or the spiritual wilderness within him. And yet there is still a tiny shoot of hope in a God who will have pity on him, even if only to “take away my life, for I am no better than my ancestors.”  The lines of communication between God and Elijah are still open, even if Elijah is after God to angrily reproach him. No matter, because God is after Elijah, too.

For his physical wellbeing, God first allows Elijah to sleep. Then an angel, a messenger of God, provides food and drink for him, and encourages him to get up and eat. This sleeping and eating happens twice before Elijah has the physical or psychological strength to recapture some prophetic purpose for his life and continue on his forty-day journey to Mount Horeb (the northern name for Mount Sinai). What God intends Elijah to share with his ancestors is not the death he prayed for, but the remembrance of God’s life-giving revelation to them.

How often we need the touch of another, a ‘messenger of God,’ in our wilderness moments of disappointment, loss of confidence, opposition, when it seems better to opt out, even of life itself. The caring presence of another sister or brother is a gift of a provident God, even if neither the ‘messenger’ nor the one touched recognises this. The ‘touch’ may be very simple: a phone call, a letter or email, a short visit – and often the ‘eating invitations’ of a meal out or a shared cup of tea or coffee. To read the stories of others (our ‘ancestors’) who endured in similar circumstances, or in more serious crises to share the resources of support groups such as beyondblue or Lifeline, may also touch and nourish us.

The verse that we repeat as the antiphon throughout Ps 35 (34) dares us to “taste and see the goodness of the Lord” or, in other words, to find out by experience the difference that it makes to our lives if we trust that God will deliver us from our fears and distress. To do this requires the humility by which, like Elijah, we discover that we are not self-sufficient, not always successful, not always able to rescue ourselves from the pit of depression – and praise God for hearing us in our distress and answering us in so many ways that can surprise us, especially when offered by human messengers of God.

In today’s gospel, the focus is more on the religious leaders, “the Jews,” in Johannine terminology, who have little humility. They consider that they know all that needs to be known about Jesus because they know his parentage. They have plugged  their ears to what Jesus has said about “my Father” and their uniquely intimate relationships. They are not ready for the surprise of a God who can be present in the ordinary and human, in the flesh of Jesus; who dares to present himself as one who has seen God, and whose words will nourish people for eternal life and not just for a time of crisis as the manna did for their ancestors. 

Jesus now points unambiguously to himself: “I am the living bread that came down from heaven.” As John had proclaimed in the prologue of his gospel, Jesus is the Word that was with God and was God, now become flesh that came down from heaven to live among us. Jesus takes his audience to a new level of understanding of ‘bread’ in the last verse of today’s gospel when he says that the bread he will give is his flesh for the life of the world. We should not rush too quickly to a specific eucharistic reference here, as the word used for “my flesh” is sarx, which refers first of all to Jesus’ humanity, his way of being in the world and his self-gift to the world. How this relates to the Eucharist will be further revealed in the readings of the following Sundays. 

We also can be resistant to new ideas, new wisdom, new interpretations, even from the highest church authority, an ecumenical council such as Vatican II. Metaphorically, we can decide to sleep under our broom trees – and die; or be quite content with what we know about Jesus at the present moment and unwilling to be ready for new surprises along the way of our journey of faith; or join the ranks of the articulate grumblers about practically everything.

At baptism, Paul tells the Ephesisns, they are sealed by God with the Holy Spirit as a sign of their belonging to God as sons and daughters, and their communion with one another. They are to live, therefore, a way of life that will not grieve the Holy Spirit. There is nothing esoteric about the Christian life, for what is to be transformed in Christ is the everyday give-and-take of human relationships which we experience just as much in the 21st as in the 1st century. Resentment and grudge-bearing, angry outbursts, name calling and spitefulness are no less threats to a loving community now than in the early Ephesian church. Those who cling to their status of victims can destroy themselves, and a community. It is significant, and not surprising, that the misuse of the tongue, the little ‘fire’ that can set a whole forest ablaze (cf. James 3:5-6), features so largely in Paul’s listing of temptations. Violent outbursts of anger are usually accompanied by shouting. Raised voices often result more from petulance than praise. Name calling, for example, that which arises from multicultural prejudice, can be vicious and disrespectful of human dignity rather than a friendly ‘nicknaming.’ And spitefulness is often expressed in words as well as actions. The way in which Christians should act towards one another is the way of friendship, tender heartedness, and forgiveness – for this is the way God in Christ acts towards us. Paul tells the Ephesians that this is not an easy way of life. Living in love makes sacrificial demands, but then Christ offered the ultimate sacrifice of his life, death and resurrection for the sake of our salvation. In him, our sacrifice can also be a ‘fragrance’ for the whole world.

Last Sunday we reflected on Benedict’s realisation of how corrosive grumbling can be for community life. Speech, of course, is part of this, so in his Rule he instructs his followers about what makes for helpful or harmful words, just as Paul instructs the Ephesians.  As in all things, Benedict wants our talk to be moderate – in both quantity and quality, and to help us to handle this he arranges several tools of good works together (RB 4.51-54). That we need to guard our mouths from evil and perverse talk we can easily accept. We may have to think more about the long-winded conversations that can too easily babble their way into hurtful joking, and “prolonged or explosive laughter.” Benedict is not a dour and antisocial spoilsport that thinks a sense of humour has no place in our lives. As the psychologists tell us, it makes a valuable contribution to our mental health. What he is referring to is that raucous and sometimes cruel humour whose speakers love to hold the floor without any restraint. For Benedict, restraint of speech is an aspect of a balanced lifestyle (cf. RB 6). It involves the sensitivity to know when to speak and when to be silent. To be able to listen, we have to be able to stop talking – not just to work out what we are going to say next as soon as we get the chance, but with reverent attention to what the other person is saying. At the end of this chapter Benedict elaborates on the kind of laughter that is unacceptable: “crude jokes and idle talk” (RB 6.8). In a graphic turn of phrase, Terrence Kardong translates this prohibition as putting “an absolute clamp on them in all places.” Two of the very significant people in the monastery, the cellarer and the porter, are reminded about the importance of a kind word: something the cellarer should offer if he as nothing else with which to meet a request (RB 31.13-14; Sir 18:17); and the porter, who should know how to take a message, deliver a reply, and greet the people who come to the monastery “with the warmth of love” (RB 66. 1, 4). Our society is verbally overloaded with words that come into our ears or demand what we think is instant reply: through mobiles, iPods, text messages, transistors and an almost daily expansion of electronic devices on the market. The temptation is to regard silence as a great deprivation. But what inner voices, what opportunity for prayer and reflection – not only in church but also in the market place – are we denying ourselves? Once again the word ‘restraint’ is what Benedict would like us to remember. 
