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One of the reasons we visit the Holy land is that we are not Gnostics. We believe matter matters! We believe place matters. In recent years on many fronts the historicity of the events in the gospel has been questioned. To some extent Christians have bought into this and the last thing we want to be is fundamentalists. One meets often fairly ‘enlightened’ people who say it doesn’t really matter if anything in the gospels is historically true, it’s inspiring and it’s spiritually true. That’s neo-Gnosticism. It belongs in the same stable as the idea that one doesn’t have to be present at Sunday Mass to be a good Christian, that that the Ten Commandments are really the ten suggestions and that the institutional church isn’t really necessary. It is the first slip down the slope that leads to the position “I’m spiritual, but not religious”.
We cannot separate God’s revelation of himself from this stretch of land, from these rocks and hills and rivers and valleys. Nor can we separate Jesus from it. When people have tried to do that, anti-Semitism follows fairly soon after. Perhaps it’s a pity for that reason alone that we no longer celebrate January 1st as the Feast of the Circumcision, a feast of Jesus’ Jewishness.
Even the traditional Hebrew vocalization of the city indicates that the Jews thought about more than just this geographical place. The word is pronounced ~÷Il;ªv'Wry> Jerushalaim which grammatically is a double, a ‘pair’ of Jerusalems. So the Jews were trying to suggest that there is also another Jerusalem, the real one in heaven with God.
Bethsaida

In John Ch. 5 Jesus heals a cripple at the pool of Bethzatha. Jesus meets the man again shortly after and says to him something that seems completely out of character:  Jesus found him in the temple, and said to him, "See, you are well! Sin no more, that nothing worse befall you."  (5:14) Jesus spends such a lot of time healing and rehabilitating people who have been on the receiving end of threats of divine judgement. He seems often to dismiss the simple equation that if you are sick or unfortunate, God is punishing you for some sin. Those ideas are of course still alive and well in our world. Is Jesus aiding and abetting them? Is he telling the man that if he sins again God will punish him with another sickness, worse than the one he’s just been cured of?  Perhaps it’s not as simple as that.


When Jesus asks him if he wants to be cured, the man does not give a straight ‘yes’ to the question. Rather miserably he says: "Sir, I have no man to put me into the pool when the water is troubled, and while I am going another steps down before me." He seems to be the sort of person who when you ask him how he is, he tells you at great length, in lurid pathological detail, if possible showing you supporting X rays. He’s an old chronic and to some extent his illness has become his identity, and he’s probably not at all sure that he really wants to be well again. I imagine he has a whining, self-pitying voice. Almost in spite of his attitude, Jesus cures him, but it’s as if with this kind of attitude, that’s all Jesus can do for the man. Think of the many occasions in the gospels where a physical cure leads to faith in Jesus, or to rejoicing – to some sort of radical change in the person’s inner life. There’s nothing of that here. You could say this is a cure, but not a healing. The physical symptoms have gone, but the man remains essentially the same, wrapped up in himself. Whenever Jesus encounters people he wants to do more than just change their physicals circumstances, he wants to open their lives to God. This incident is something of a failure from that point of view. This is not the only occasion where Jesus fails. Mark tells us that he didn’t get too far in Nazareth either: he could work no miracle there, except that he cured a few sick people by laying his hands on them.  (6:5 NJB) Or perhaps we should say not that Jesus fails, but that people fail to respond to what he offers them.


With everything he does and says, Jesus invites people to another sort of life. The full implications of all that only become clear after the resurrection. We see in the pages of the New Testament, especially Acts Galatians and Romans the struggle to work out what this means – the struggle between keeping the Law and being free in Christ. Being free doesn’t mean we do just what we want, it means we do just what God wants, but not as slaves of a law imposed on us from outside. We do God’s will freely and willingly. (Well, most of us are probably somewhere on the way to that.) In recent years in the Church many people have come to realise that there is more to Christianity than just ‘keeping the rules’. That in itself is a liberating thing, but if it is not coupled with a growth in the life of grace, if it doesn’t go hand in hand with a real desire and effort to serve God in freedom – but to serve HIM – the results can be les than edifying. As St. Paul takes great pains to point out, the fact that we are no longer under the Law does not mean we can now be libertines, it means actually that we live more freely but also more carefully.


Unlike many who meet Jesus, this man makes no movement in that direction. Although he can now walk, nothing else in his life has changed nor is it likely to. Normally Jesus dismisses people he has healed with something like: “Go in peace, your faith has saved you.” This man doesn’t seem to have come to faith. So what Jesus says to him is basically: “If you can’t begin to live the freedom which I’m offering you, if you are still closed in on yourself, the best thing is just to keep the rules.” To see the main point of Christian life as avoiding sin is a very poor, one-dimensional way of looking at it. But if someone cannot or will not open themselves fully to Christ, then the best thing for them, the safest thing, is simply to try to keep the commandments. That’s about as far as Jesus can go with this man.

Lithostatos. The trial before Pilate. John 18:28-19:16.



Josephus talks of how Pilate was brutal in the extreme. Once he appropriated temple money to build an aqueduct, people protested and seeing that they were unarmed, he slew them in great number. This is the man with whom the authorities are now conspiring to “Save the nation”. Take him and try him by your own law. Jesus could be stoned to death but not crucified. Since Ch. 5 people have been trying to have him put to death but it has not worked. The other gospels bring out how the Jewish trial of Jesus failed to produce anything that could really convict him. The Jews could stone Jesus to death, but it’s better to let the Romans take the blame and utterly discredit Jesus. Crucifixion is far more ignominious (and painful) than stoning. Although Jesus is on trial, it looks very much like he is trying Pilate.
 Are you the king of the Jews? is an expression of amazement that this nobody could claim to be, or that people could accuse him of sedition in this way. Jesus answers: Do you ask this of your own accord or have others said it to you about me? In other words, “You are playing the cool governor but you are not as much in control as you would seem. This whole business is not your doing, you are being manipulated by the people whom you claim to govern.” 
Jesus does not deny his kingship, but at the same time does nothing to go about proclaiming it. My kingdom is not of this world is not a reference to heaven. It means it does not obey the standards of this world, nor can it be understood in terms of any worldly kingdom. By the time this gospel was written, Jewish revolutionary groups had brought about the insurrection which had led to the destruction of the Temple. Jesus bangs the contrast home by saying that if his kingdom were of this world, then his men would have fought for him. But it isn’t and if his men do fight for him, they are not of the kingdom, but of this world. That’s the way the world defends its values and systems. This is a rejection of Peter’s earlier attempts to establish the kingdom by force. Jesus comes to bear witness to the truth, to show things the way they are, rooted in violence, as opposed to the way the seem to be, the Pax Romana.  
The subjects of the kingdom are All who are on the side of truth (who) listen to my voice. In a way this allows Pilate to relax. If Jesus has no political pretensions then as governor he does not have too much responsibility here. Yet it makes him uncomfortable in challenging him to think about truth. From now on the trial is not about whether Jesus is innocent or guilty – that he is innocent is now clear, but how will Pilate respond to the truth? Pilate tries to stay neutral but that will get him into trouble. His retort: What is truth? Implies: “Look, I’ve got a province to run here, do you think I have the time to worry about such niceties?” Or “I’ve got power so I don’t need truth.” The excuse used by so many pragmatists since, even pragmatists in the Church. Pilate sits on the fence. He will not accept the charges of the Jews, neither will he listen to the voice of truth. This sort of speculation is sometimes not just useless, it puts people on the side of un-truth. Pilate does know what the truth is in this matter, but he won’t act on it. Truth demands a response, often an action, not speculation. This kind of philosophising is a way to avoid the truth.

Realising this man is harmless, Pilate taunts the crowd once more, and intentionally or not, shows that these holy men are screaming for the death of an innocent. To see holy people, God’s representatives, incandescent with rage and violent fury is not a pleasant spectacle. By directly calling Jesus ‘King of the Jews’ he is showing the people how ridiculous they are. It is as though some modern madman claimed to be Napoleon and people wanted him put to death as an enemy of the state. He makes a last ditch effort, hoping that they will agree to release him on the Passover, but not willing to make that decision himself. By not actively following the truth he lets loose a real criminal. When asked to choose for the truth, sitting on the fence always puts people on the side of evil. “All that is needed for evil to triumph is for good men to keep silent.”


He tries to keep the crowd happy by having Jesus scourged and mocked and bringing him out dressed thus. He hopes that this humiliation will be enough for them. It isn’t. Here the crowd lay their cards on the table. What angers them is not the claim to be King of the Jews, but the claim to be Son of God. This is no more a criminal offence in Roman Law than it is in ours. He may be mad, he’s certainly not criminal. This is the first time the crowd mentions this to Pilate. Strangely the effect on him is: When Pilate heard them say this his fears increased. Pilate is at home in the world of power politics. He is completely out of his depth here. He gets the creeps. For Romans the phrase Son of God meant nothing messianic but the idea of his being a ‘divine man, a theios aner with special powers is a possibility. 

The crowd get the better of Pilate, they play on his fears. Their; If you set him free you are no friend of Caesar’s probably alludes to the title ‘Friend of Caesar’ which was like a knighthood or OBE and given to people who for some reason enjoyed the favour of the despotic Tiberius. They are saying “If you let him go and Rome gets to hear of this, you will loose your title”. Of course he’s already let one brigand go, he must avoid the possibility of his work being inspected. In trying to be neutral to the truth, Pilate has become slave of his own fears. Josephus depicts him as very cruel, so cruel that he was later removed from office. Is it that on this one occasion he allowed the crowd and circumstance to get the better of him, and he vowed never to be seen to be so weak again?

Holy Sepulchre and Golgotha.
The Crucifixion.


The OT relentlessly exposes the scapegoat mechanism for what it is. Many of the psalms represent the voice of a lone individual being pursued by a crowd of enemies. This is unique in ancient literature. It is the first place (only place?) where we see unambiguously that God takes the part of this individual and that the crowd are against God. As we have seen, Jesus becomes a scapegoat here, the victim of the process which the Bible is trying to unmask. Small wonder then that the text of the psalms is very close to the surface here. Giving Jesus gall & vinegar is an echo of Ps. 69:21 To eat they gave me poison, to drink vinegar when I was thirsty. The dividing of Jesus’ garments echoes Ps. 22: 18. They divide my garments among them and cast lots for my clothing. The Passers by mocking Ps. 22:7 All who see me deride me, the curl their lips they toss their heads. The sneering of the chief priests Ps. 22:8 He trusted in the Lord, let him save him, let him release him if he is his friend. Some modern scholars have dismissed the idea that the scriptures are thus fulfilled. They totally miss the point that what happens to Jesus here is structurally the same as what happens to the innocent victim in the psalms. The work begun by God in the OT is brought to completion here.


Here the logic of the chief priests is that because God does not intervene & save Jesus, therefore he cannot be the beloved of God, God does not approve of him. The silence of God on the cross proves that the chief priests are right. This is the logic of Satan in the second temptation in the desert when he tells Jesus to hurl himself from the parapet of the Temple and show everybody that God protects him. God does not come in like the cavalry at the last minute, he is not a Deus ex machina, he will vindicate Jesus through the resurrection. 


The chief priests will believe in him if he comes down from the cross, in other words if he conforms to their expectations, if he demonstrates the power of God in the way they think it should be exercised. The fact that people mistake his cry Eli, Eli for a call on Elijah has puzzled many. That’s what they expect Jesus to do. Elijah ascended to heaven in a chariot, surely Jesus wants him to come back in the same way and sort everything out. There was a popular belief at the time that Elijah would come to the aid of the faithful in great need. Calling on Elijah is what they would do and so that’s what they hear Jesus doing.


People are bothered by Jesus final cry. Many commentators have tried to soften this by suggesting that he prays the whole of Ps. 22 which begins in pain and despair but ends in hope. Luke and John omit it. Maybe, though it is hard to imagine how anyone who has to struggle for every breath could recite such a lengthy psalm. Stripped of all his power, unwilling to put God to the test Jesus does feel abandoned, but nevertheless he clings to God. Our problems with this are probably the result of not taking the humanity of Jesus seriously enough. Perhaps subtly we imagine that he is going through all this pain but in the back of his mind thinking – it’ll all be OK really. He has already expressed belief that he will rise again, but this is not inevitable and even if on the cross he still maintains that belief, such physical pain and abandonment by most of his friends make him feel the way he does.


Only the High priest was allowed to pass through the veil of the sanctuary, only once a year on Yom Kippur and then with a rope tied around him lest his should die in there and people could pull him out. It represented the fact that God was separated from people by various degrees, this being the final and greatest. All through his ministry Jesus has been making God available to people who considered themselves cut off from him. Jesus continually broke boundaries He welcomed tax collectors, prostitutes, touched women who were unclean, was free with foreigners, healed lepers and clashed with the Pharisees repeatedly on the question of ritual purity. What happens with the rending of the veil is the culmination of that process. One could say it was the final, definitive liberation of God from a system which kept him at a distance from people. Strictly speaking there is no longer any difference between what is holy and what is not. The Ignatian tradition of finding God in all things is putting into practice of this insight. The moment of Jesus death is the beginning of his vindication by God. God is now found not in the most likely place, the sanctuary of the Temple, but in the most unlikely place on earth, a gallows. This is affirmed by the fact that it is a gentile soldier who is first to acknowledge Jesus as son of God. This event would also be in keeping with Mark's anti-Temple bias. The tearing of the veil may indicate that the Temple has now lost its significance. Israel's privileged position has now come to an end, or rather to its fruition. All people now have equal access to God.

The Tomb

The women go to the tomb to anoint the body. Whatever their future is, they think the tomb has got something to do with it. Whatever they will do with the memory of Jesus, they assume that the tomb will play a part of it. In that sense, even though Jesus is dead he is still contained firmly within their world, their understanding, their frame of reference. If a cult starts around the tomb, the memory of Jesus will certainly remain alive, but they will turn him into a hero and will miss the disturbing subversive parts of his message.  Jesus castigates the Pharisees for precisely this: 
Alas for you, scribes and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You build the sepulchres of the prophets and decorate the tombs of the upright, saying, `We would never have joined in shedding the blood of the prophets, had we lived in our ancestors' day.' So! Your own evidence tells against you! You are the children of those who murdered the prophets! Very well then, finish off the work that your ancestors began. (Matthew 23:29-32)

Because they take care of the tombs they fool themselves that they carrying on the work of the prophets. I was recently at home in Liverpool and a young man in the neighbourhood high on drugs had tragically driven his motor bike into a car, killed himself and seriously injured the car driver. As tends to happen nowadays, a Princess Diana-style shrine very quickly went up on the site, banks of flowers, dozens of candles and people kept vigil into the nights sitting under a gazebo. This poor young man who had thrown his own life away and permanently damaged another became a hero. There are all sorts of lessons to be learned from a death like that, but making a shrine (albeit temporary) ensures that no one will learn those lessons. This is what the Pharisees had done with the tombs of the prophets. They had turned them into religious and national heroes, but forgot that the prophets were scathingly critical of the sort of religion  they practised. 

Were the apostles to turn the tomb of Jesus - empty or full – into the centre of a cult they would run the same risk. So it is of monumental importance (forgive the pun) that the tomb of Jesus is empty, that He is not here, that the women and Peter and John leave the tomb and must meet him elsewhere. The tomb is part of their familiar world. Most of the trouble Jesus has with his disciples is that they try to fit him into their world, and when he won’t fit they are dumbfounded. Jesus will not fit into that world. The apostles’ future has nothing to do with the tomb. You need a tomb or a mausoleum to keep the memory of a dead hero alive, but you don’t need that with Jesus, quite the contrary.

Someone once told me of how she had been to the Holy Sepulchre expecting great things but had been scandalised and put off by the irreverence and noise of the tourists and the bossiness of some of the priests. Later that day she had attended mass said reverently and without fuss in a hotel room with a handful of fellow pilgrims and had been filled with a sense of the presence of Christ. She was a little bothered by this but her theological instincts are absolutely spot on. If we want to meet Jesus we don’t need to go anywhere near his tomb, he isn’t there, we need simply to go to Mass, where he has promised to be present always. The centre of Christianity is not a tomb or a shrine, but the Eucharist. The reason we visit the tomb of Christ is precisely because his body is not there.

The Holy Sepulchre is not the focal point of Christianity, it’s the Eucharist. It is the sacrament of unity, of gathering separate peoples based not on ganging up against a common enemy or scapegoat, but on forgetting those things. The human tendency is always to affirm the identity of the group in opposition to others. In the Eucharist we get our identity from God the Father. The human tendency is to achieve unity by expelling a victim, by ganging up on someone. In the eucharist we do the opposite, we gather around a victim. We discover who we are not by setting ourselves up against others but by uniting around the crucified and risen Lamb of God. The presence of Jesus in the resurrection narratives has nothing to do with revenge or resentment or shutting his enemies up. It is a totally different presence to anything the disciples have ever encountered. They cannot use old words or terms to describe it. Peter is not blamed for abandoning Jesus, simply asked to affirm his love. 
Friday November 9th
Sermon at Gethsemane


Early enemies of the Church got mileage out of comparing the agonising way Jesus faces his death to the way Socrates did the same. Socrates was unjustly condemned and in Plato’s account of it, goes to his death calmly and uses it as the occasion to show his disciples that he was leaving this world of shadows and going to the real world and that he had absolutely nothing to worry about. If Jesus is greater than Socrates, then why all the terror? On a human level of course there is a difference between drinking poison which will kill in a few minutes and the prospect of dying a slow agonising death, but there are very different attitudes to death here. Very strong in the OT is the idea that this is the life that God has given and this is what we have. Explicit belief in the afterlife does not emerge until very late (2nd c. BC, Daniel). Jesus is aware that his forthcoming death is a struggle with the powers of death, is in fact the last chapter in his ongoing struggle with Satan and because of all this he is afraid. This is much more help to people than an approach which simply says: “Death is nothing to worry about”. Of course our faith teaches us to hope in the resurrection but the experience of death for the dying person and the observers is often traumatic in the extreme. Jesus in Gethsemane speaks to all that.


People wonder how it is possible for Jesus to pray that the inevitable might be averted. Jesus seems to be asking God to change his mind. We have projected onto God too much the Greek idea of perfection as unchangeability. This is not the way Hebrew thought works. In the OT people like Abraham do the utmost to change God’s mind, many of the psalms do the same. For us being completely unable or unwilling to change is a sign of grave imperfection. Perhaps also this is a temptation like those Jesus underwent at the beginning of the Gospels. The disciples succumb to it because they fall asleep rather than stay awake and pray not to be put to the test (26:40) Jesus does wake and pray therefore does not succumb. The disciples because they are not aware of the danger of being scandalised take a relaxed attitude to the whole thing. Their self-confidence is a problem and it will cause them to loose faith and deny Jesus. Here Jesus seems to loose his self-confidence – yes he does and therefore he is forced to rely on prayerful trust in his Father.

There is a peculiar feature at the arrest of Jesus in the Gospel of John which appears in no other Gospel. When the soldiers come to arrest him in the garden of Gethsemane, he asks them whom they seek. They answer: Jesus of Nazareth and he replies I am he at which, surprisingly, they all fall to the ground. (John 18:6) What is going on here? All English translations that I know use exactly the same phrase here, but in the original Greek Jesus says literally: I am; ego eimi. 

Jesus uses this expression many times in John and in 8:58 it provokes a violent reaction. He says to the crowd: before Abraham was, I am. Immediately they pick up stones to kill him for blasphemy because they hear him deliberately echoing another “I am” from the Old Testament. In Exodus 3:14 when God appears to Moses at the burning bush, Moses asks him who he is. God mysteriously says: I am who I am. In  Hebrew the divine name which no one pronounces consisting of the letters YHWH is a form of the verb to be, and a Hebrew speaker would automatically hear the connection between the all-holy name of God and the statement I am. So when they hear Jesus say simply I am they here him claiming to be God, the one whose name they dare not utter.

So when the soldiers fall to the ground it’s because somehow they recognise the divine name, they recognise they are in the presence of God and so fall down in worship. Fine you may say, an interesting detail but no big deal. But it’s John trying to get through to us the momentous importance and newness of what’s happening here.

What’s happening at the burning bush is that God is revealing himself, showing himself to Moses for the first time. It’s the beginning of a huge adventure in which God shows that a) he’s not like any other God and that b) he is permanently committed to his people. John is trying to tell us here that it is precisely in the arrest of Jesus and all that follows, his humiliation, death and resurrection, that God is most clearly revealed. That doesn’t make sense in merely human terms. Surely God is revealed in strength and the signs of his presence in one’s life are prosperity and well being? John, and indeed the whole New Testament tells us that he is most clearly revealed in Christ crucified. Paul puts it beautifully: For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.  (1 Corinthians1:22-24)

This is an amazing statement for a first century Jew to make. People typically expect to encounter God in one of two ways: either through signs (some translate this as miracles) or through wisdom. Let’s put it another way. People expect religion either to give the possibility of change or transformation – miracles, or they expect it to teach them how to live – wisdom. If anyone goes about preaching religion, normally they would talk about one of those things. But says Paul, we are not doing anything like that. We are not offering any set of techniques or body of teaching that people would expect. Instead we are proclaiming the story of someone who was killed in such a way as to totally discredit him, yet we are totally convinced that precisely in this man God was at work in a completely unexpected way, but which makes him more available, and reveals him to be more powerful and wiser than anyone had ever thought possible.

If we didn’t know the Gospel at all and heard say Mark or Matthew’s account of the passion for the first time, the story would seem like a tragedy, right until the end when the disciples realise that Jesus is risen. John however puts this detail in at the beginning, because his assumes his readers know all along what’s going on. Sometimes in churches the crucified Christ is portrayed in Mass vestments. This tells us a profound and important truth about what was really going on, but if we weren’t Catholics we wouldn’t se the point. Similarly, John takes this incident from the arrest, assumes his readers will understand that when Jesus says I am he is doing far more than just putting up his hand and saying: “Present” and uses it to show us how God reveals who he truly is through these events. 
Chapel of the Ascension.

Therefore, when they had come together, they asked Him, saying, "Lord, will You at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?"  And He said to them, "It is not for you to know times or seasons which the Father has put in His own authority. "But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth."  And when he had said this, as they were looking on, he was lifted up, and a cloud took him out of their sight.  And while they were gazing into heaven as he went, behold, two men stood by them in white robes,  and said, "Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking into heaven? This Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven."  Then they returned to Jerusalem from the mount called Olivet, which is near Jerusalem,  (Act 1:6-12 RSV) 
In the ancient world when a king took power this was announced by heralds going throughout the kingdom and telling people of this in each place, there was no mass communication. Here Jesus is telling the disciples to do just that, he is about to be enthroned in heaven as king and their job is to tell everyone about it. As so often in the gospels Jesus answers the disciples’ question with what seems like a non-sequitur but he’s telling them that the hope of Israel is fulfilled in him, but not necessarily as they had expected. 

That Jesus is in heaven now means he is not tied to any particular place. You don’t need to go to Holy Land to meet him. (Pope on finding him in Britain) Christianity has sacred places but they are only relatively important and when we get too concerned about them we get into things like the crusades.

The ascension means that one of us is fully part of the Godhead. It is the lifting up of humanity into the heart of God – Human beings tend to treat God as a rival. That’s what happens in the Garden of Eden. Well now He can no longer be a rival because one of us has a place at his right hand. Humanity exalted up to the heights of heaven. 

 Jesus on the contrary enters heaven as someone truly human and whoever meets him becomes more human. And whenever people become more truly human they come closer to God.

A big criticism of modern liturgy is that it is often too horizontal, it’s too concerned with Us and not enough with GOD. 

That’s sometimes quite a valid criticism and focusing on Christ ascended helps us avoid that trap. The one we worship is present with us, but he is also seated at the right hand of the father. He draws us beyond ourselves. That’s why we say Sursum Corda Lift up your hearts. 

Dormition Abbey

Assumption

Not just celebrating entry of Mary’s soul into heaven, everybody would agree with that.

Resurrection of the body.

Christian belief in eternal life is not just belief in immortality of the soul – most religions have that.

All that God has made will somehow be resurrected – don’t know how – in 1 Cor. 15 Paul uses the image of seed – what is sown and what comes out look different but can’t have the one without the other.

Today’s feast says that has already happened with Mary.

May look like icing on the cake, but Catholicism gets us to think though our faith and draw some conclusions

Mother of God,

Assumption is consequence of Immaculate Conception 

Mary only has eyes for God. Ever scrap of her belonged to God all the way through her life so makes sense that it all is taken up to God now.

In the ascension we celebrate that our human nature has been joined to God’s forever in the risen ascended Body of Christ.

Gnosticism earliest heresy denied the goodness of the material things. Keeps cropping up in various forms. 

We don’t know how it happens – we are not bound to believe that Mary literally goes up into the sky, but that every part of her now enjoys union with God.

The Almighty has done great things for me. We celebrate the truth of that in Mary – and we look forward to him doing the same for us.
Why a Dogma?

The Immaculate conception 1854 says that Mary – therefore we really can be good and holy. Said at a time when people were starting to say that human beings are just random collections of molecules floating round in the universe.

Fast forward to 1950. Two world wars, communism, the holocaust. Genocide on an unprecedented scale.

People were becoming pessimistic and saying that we really are just lost in this random universe. Assumption says no – this is what is meant to be the destiny of each human being. Not ignominious death and decay and a pointless, meaningless life, but union with God for ver. It begins now but continues in heaven.
The Immaculate Conception

What’s the point, all very well for Mary but how does this affect me?

Colum Kelly, Belfast student who was at first suspicious of everyone at Upholland, but after a few months learned to relax. He learned that his suspicion which for him was normal – indeed essential for self-preservation was not normal.

Dysfunctional families. Usually one or both parents behaves in a way which is destructive, but the children know nothing else so they think it’s normal. It may not be until their teens they start to realise there is something wrong with their family, that things are not normal at home, even though Mum and Dad pretend they are and that they are the happiest family in the street.

Part of the point of today’s feast is to remind us again of what is normal. As Paul says in Romans: All have sinned and lack the glory of God. But that’s not the way it’s meant to be.

Mary does not give us the power to regain the image of God, to be what we are meant to be, that’s Jesus, but she is an example, she gives us the encouragement that it is possible.

Original sin means that our desires are distorted, we desire in a way that is often not helpful, we desire things that make us less than human. Mary’s Immaculate Conception means that her desiring was always ordered in the right way.

Charles Aznavour sang a song: “I only have eyes for you”. It’s a human being in love, and while that doesn’t take away all the normal human desire, the loved one is the focus of all that. Mary only has eyes for God, from the beginning

But if that’s the case, then does she need a saviour? In the Magnificat she calls God her saviour, but of there is no sin how can we speak of salvation?

If a man falls down a hole and you pull him out, you have saved him. If you see the man going near the hole and you pull him back, you have also saved him, you are still his saviour even though he has never fallen. That’s what God does for Mary. He saves her by preventing her sinning.

Usually when the Church dogmatically defines something it’s because that doctrine is threatened or disputed. In 1854 when Pius IX defined the IC there was no such dispute. It was more out of devotion and love for Mary than any desire to combat heresy or schism

But precisely in the middle of the 19th century European thinking was starting to Go down roads which were destructive to humanity in the extreme.

So Schopenauer believed that instead of love guiding the universe Life was just a big struggle with a universe that was basically out to get us.

Darwin and the various people who ran with his ideas seemed to think that there was no benign purpose behind creation. We are not made in the image of God, just the products of a very harsh process of natural selection.

Nietzsche also thought that life was a power struggle, but he was not content to sit down and be the victim of natural selection, he was determined to win this struggle. God was dead and so the superman, the strongest man would impose his own will on the world. He hated Christianity of course because it always tried to a chance to the weaker one. These ideas of course were part of the philosophical underpinnings of Nazism.

Karl Marx saw the whole of human history as a great struggle between the classes, and those who followed his ideas had no regard for the dignity of the individual. All that had to give way for the good of the state. This led directly to the deaths of millions under various communist regimes.

Just at the time when most destructive views of the human race were appearing, when people were starting to say that we are just random clumps of cells and that there is no higher purpose to human existence than survival and procreation, the church holds up the icon of Mary immaculate. The church holds up before the world an image of pure goodness and love. The church holds up someone who never knew the cynicism or indifference that continues to gnaw away at our society.

Providentially, the Dogma of the IC came at point when it had never been more needed. Right at the point when the foundations were being laid for the culture of death, the Church held up to the world someone who truly had lived life to the full, in the deepest sense of the word.

What the church holds up to the world is in fact normal, but the world is so distorted that sin and selfishness, the culture of death seems normal. So when the church holds up standards that are truly God’s norm for humanity, those who have a vested interest in less wholesome things protest and ridicule the church.
The Cenacle, The Upper Room.


Jesus initiates a new covenant. The old one depended on law, this one on blood, i.e. self-giving in love. Jesus total giving would now be the thing that binds us to God, and if we wish to partake in that we do it not by mere obedience to a law, but by acts of self-sacrificing love, and by accepting that it is Jesus and not our own righteousness which does the binding.
Exodus 24:8 And Moses took the blood and threw it upon the people, and said, "Behold the blood of the covenant which the LORD has made with you in accordance with all these words."

Jesus says New covenant – this is the background to what Jesus does at the Eucharist. This is only place in OT these words appear.

This is important that Christ is beginning something new (the Church)

Blood poured on altar symbolizing God and sprinkled on people to show the identity of the two.

Then Moses and Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel went up, and they saw the God of Israel; and there was under his feet as it were a pavement of sapphire stone, like the very heaven for clearness. And he did not lay his hand on the chief men of the people of Israel; they beheld God, and ate and drank. (Ex 24:9-11)
The Covenant ceremony includes a meal in presence of God and amazingly they see God Sapphire is of a blue colour, it’s as if this were the floor of heaven and they can see God through this.

Just as 1st covenant was made by ceremony and meal, so also at last supper, the new covenant must involve a meal . They share a meal with God and there is covenant blood. They combine Passover meal – the commemoration of their leaving Egypt. We do not see any other sacred event in history of Israel associated with a memorial meal – only Passover. There is no meal to recall  the return from Babylon or the conquest of the land or any other great event. Not for the other Jewish feasts.

Unlike Moses, unlike very other sacrifice ever offered, Jesus is not pouring out the blood of anything or anyone else, he pours out his own. This puts the entire Christian religion on a different footing

So Just as Moses makes old covenant by pouring out blood, Jesus makes new covenant by the same, but his own blood, not someone else’s.

Christ uses words in order to help us see connection between the last supper and the sacrificial slaying of animals.

There are other echoes in the OT 
In Leviticus 4 we read again of blood being poured out sacrificially:

7 And the priest shall put some of the blood on the horns of the altar of fragrant incense before the LORD which is in the tent of meeting, and the rest of the blood of the bull he shall pour out at the base of the altar of burnt offering which is at the door of the tent of meeting.

18 And he shall put some of the blood on the horns of the altar which is in the tent of meeting before the LORD; and the rest of the blood he shall pour out at the base of the altar of burnt offering which is at the door of the tent of meeting.

  25 Then the priest shall take some of the blood of the sin offering with his finger and put it on the horns of the altar of burnt offering, and pour out the rest of its blood at the base of the altar of burnt offering. 
The connection between this sort of sacrifice and the Eucharist which Jesus is instituting could not be clearer.

Jeremiah 31

31 "Behold, the days are coming, says the LORD, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah,

 32 not like the covenant which I made with their fathers when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, my covenant which they broke, though I was their husband, says the LORD.

 33 But this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the LORD: I will put my law within them, and I will write it upon their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.

For Jeremiah and Ezechiel, the old covenant was over.

This prophesy of Jeremiah is what Jesus refers to as a new covenant in my blood. He’s saying Eucharist is fulfillment of this prophesy, but he wants to make connection with first covenant. It includes idea that covenant will be interior. The blood is not poured out on the outside of people, but it is to be inside people, in hearts by the drinking of Eucharistic wine. That’s why he doesn’t sprinkle it on them, but so as it will be an interior thing. During Passover Seder meal there was a ceremony of sprinkling blood, but Jesus does not use that.

A Covenant establishes a relationship, it’s not a contract. It’s similar to the difference between marriage and prostitution, marriage is totally different. The relationship of the Christian with God is nothing like services rendered in return for something else. This covenant relationship is what the Eucharist establishes.
The Priesthood and Melchizedech

In 17:17Jesus prays:  Sanctify them in the truth; thy word is truth.

They are consecrated in the truth, it is truth which sets them aside and makes them holy. Many see this prayer as the prayer of ordination of the apostles, it is more than that but Jesus the high priest who has been sent into the world here consecrates the twelve to continue what he has done. This sharply contrasts with the priestly consecration we find in Exodus.

In Ex. 32, after the incident of the golden calf Moses calls all those loyal to him to his side.

And when Moses saw that the people had broken loose (for Aaron had let them break loose, to their shame among their enemies), then Moses stood in the gate of the camp, and said, "Who is on the LORD's side? Come to me." And all the sons of Levi gathered themselves together to him.  And he said to them, "Thus says the LORD God of Israel, `Put every man his sword on his side, and go to and fro from gate to gate throughout the camp, and slay every man his brother, and every man his companion, and every man his neighbor.'"  And the sons of Levi did according to the word of Moses; and there fell of the people that day about three thousand men.  And Moses said, "Today you have ordained yourselves for the service of the LORD, each one at the cost of his son and of his brother, that he may bestow a blessing upon you this day."  (Ex. 32:25-29)

This is the origin of the Levitical priesthood and Exodus makes it crystal clear that this sort of priesthood originated in violence. Remember that the purpose of sacrifice is to safely contain violence which could otherwise engulf the community. The thing that makes the Levitical priests holy is the shedding of blood and their ability to shed the blood even of those dear to them if this is what remaining pure in the sight of the Lord involves. But this priesthood was very much second best. The original OT priesthood was that of firstborn sons, but there were very few righteous firstborn sons. In fact the only completely righteous one is Shem, the son of Noah. Rabbinical commentators all assume that Shem and Melchizedek  are one and the same person. He offers a sacrifice of bread and wine, a sacrifice which does not involve any violence. (Gen 14:18) Is it surprising that the author of Hebrews says of Jesus’ priesthood: Although he was a Son, he learned obedience through what he suffered; and being made perfect he became the source of eternal salvation to all who obey him, being designated by God a high priest after the order of Melchizedek.  (Heb 5: 8-10)

He spells it out even clearer in 7:11:  Now if perfection had been attainable through the Levitical priesthood (for under it the people received the law), what further need would there have been for another priest to arise after the order of Melchizedek, rather than one named after the order of Aaron?

So the priesthood of Jesus could not be anything like the levitical priesthood since that is so steeped in bloodshed and violence. The priesthood of Melchizedech is of a completely different order. It’s a strange, one-off incident in Genesis and nothing like it happens anywhere else, but it strangely foreshadows the Eucharistic sacrifice of Jesus.

This is all to say that the basis of the Apostles’ priesthood is of a very different nature to that of other priests. The Levites were consecrated in blood, the apostles in the truth. One might say that the modern accusations that religion and bloodshed are bound together has more than just a grain of truth in them. But the religion and the priesthood that Jesus establishes are a repudiation of all that.
Psalm 115 I trusted even when I said.

We can only guess at the sort of emotions that ran through the Lord Jesus as he celebrated the last supper. So much was happening that night, so much was going to happen. St John tells us in great detail what he said, but indicates little of what he felt.

However, there are words we know that Jesus said which would indicate pretty clearly how he was feeling. Here are some of them:

I trusted even when I said: “I am sorely afflicted “

And when I said in my alarm “no man can be trusted.”

These words which have just sung, psalm. 115 are part of what we call the Passover Hallel, psalms 112-117. This psalm  takes on huge significance if we remember that it was on the lips of Jesus towards the end of the last supper, and that knowing all that was to take place he would have prayed it with great fervour.

Very soon after this, when we find Jesus in Gethsemane we do know what he is feeling, he tells the disciples: "My soul is very sorrowful, even to death; remain here, and watch with me." (Mat 26:38 ) But of course they are no use to him, they fall asleep. No man can be trusted.. Remember the apostles had all promised just an hour ago that they would stay with him come what may. When the soldiers come to arrest Jesus they all scarper. And so in Gethsemane he is left to pray alone, sorely afflicted but trusting.

The psalm asks the question that should guide the life of a Christian: How can I repay the Lord for his goodness to me? Or: What shall I render unto the LORD for all his benefits toward me? 

Behind a great deal of religion lies the question: “How can I keep God off my back?” or: “How can I stop the gods or the spirits making my life a misery?” or: “How can I manipulate divine power and use it for my own ends. So much ritual, so much religion tries to do that. So many of people’s hidden thoughts about God concern such things, and of course Christians aren’t immune to it either.

But Jesus consistently makes available a God whom you don’t need to keep at bay or twist round your finger. He reveals a God whom we can serve in Holiness and Justice all the days our lives. A God before whom St Paul says we can be confident and bold. So the right response to such a God is not “what can I get out of him,” or “what’s the minimum I can do and still remain in his good books?” (When you look at the very lukewarm response of some people in the pews on a Sunday, it does seem as if that’s the idea they have)

The right response is “how can I properly express my gratitude to God?” 

I once knew someone who during her first pregnancy developed a debilitating form of motor neurone disease, lost her baby and was badly disabled for the rest of her life. Her husband left her grumbling that he didn’t want to spend his life shackled to a cripple. And she was one of the happiest, cheerful, joy-giving people I have ever met, truly grateful for everything she had and for every small service you gave her, a real ray of sunshine. And we’ve all known people who are the opposite, people who have everything but still find something to grumble about. Gratitude is one of the keys to happiness. Jesus consistently makes known a God to whom we can be simply, unashamedly grateful.

Corrie ten Boom and the fleas

give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you. (1Th 5:18 RSV)

But then how do we adequately thank God?. The psalmist answers:

13 The cup of salvation I will raise;
I will call on the Lord's name.
and then
17 A thanksgiving sacrifice I make;
I will call on the Lord's name.

Jesus had just instituted the Eucharist and told the disciples that the cup they were drinking was a new covenant in his blood. You can’t get more saving than that!

But the thing that’s really important for us is the mention of the thanksgiving sacrifice or Todah sacrifice. A Todah sacrifice would be offered by someone whose life had been delivered from great peril, such as disease or the sword. The redeemed person would show his gratitude to God by gathering his closest friends and family for a Todah sacrificial meal. The lamb would be sacrificed in the Temple and the bread for the meal would be consecrated the moment the lamb was sacrificed. The bread and meat, along with wine, would constitute the elements of the sacred todah meal, which would be accompanied by prayers and songs of thanksgiving, 

Now clearly what Jesus celebrates at the last supper is a Passover meal but it also has all the characteristics of a Todah sacrifice. Jesus tells the disciples to do this in memory of me. The first function David gave his Levites was to remember, to commemorate. Jesus tells his apostles, whom he makes priests at the last supper to do precisely that.

At the time of Jesus the obvious Greek translation for the word Todah was eucharistia, and this is probably why the early Church, the Catholic Church, very quickly starts calling her central act of worship not ‘the breaking of bread’ or ‘the Lord’s supper’, but the Eucharist.

The ancient rabbis believed that when the Messiah would come all sacrifices except the Todah would cease, but the Todah would continue for all eternity. In 70 AD the Temple was destroyed and all of the animal sacrifices stopped. The gospels make it quite clear that Jesus replaces the Temple, so the only sacrifice which still remains is the Todah  - the eucharistia, the Final Sacrifice. The rabbis were right, but those who don’t accept Jesus as the Messiah of Israel don’t know just how right they were. And if you celebrate Mass in Hebrew the last words are  Todah l'Adonai, "Thanks be to God." 

So to back to the first question the psalm asks: How can I repay the Lord for his goodness to me? The answer is I can’t. But Christ can and in the Eucharist Jesus gives me the means to do that. The Mass is not our prayer in the first instance. It’s the eternal prayer of Christ, praising and thanking the Father and by partaking in it we unite ourselves with him and so are enabled to truly pray as we ought.

St Peter In Gallicantu Peter’s Denials.


Few people can stand completely on their own. Even those who renounce marriage for the sake of the kingdom join a religious community so they can be with someone. This being with is part of what it means to be human. Up till now the whole meaning of Peter’s existence was tied up in his being with Jesus. Small wonder, when the servant girl says: You too were with Jesus the Galilean Peter is confused and perplexed. That was true until an hour ago, now it is certainly not true and will probably never be true again. All the evangelists but Mt. Mention that Peter joins the circle of those warming themselves around a fire. “A fire in the night is more than just a source of heat and light. As soon as it is lit people arrange themselves in a circle around it. They are no longer a mere crowd, each one alone with himself; they have become a community. Hands and faces are turned towards the fire and in turn are lit by it…. Because everyone is facing the fire they cannot avoid seeing each other, they can exchange looks and words; a place for communion and communication is established. For Peter the being with is re-created but in a different place with different partners.”
 Fear is not the only motive for the denial, if that were the case Peter would never have come this far or if he had would have turned and run the first time he was recognised. In Mark the servant girl first accuses Peter, and then denounces him to the bystanders, a text-book demonstration of how to put the scapegoat mechanism to work. The third time the bystanders fall for this and they attack him verbally as a crowd. The best way to make friends in a hostile world is to have the same enemies of those you. By calling down curses on himself and saying he does not know Jesus, Peter seeks to form bonds with the people around him. The best way to avoid being crucified, especially for Peter who has the same accent as Jesus, is to join in the crucifixion.  Despite everything he says Peter’s accent gives him away as a follower. Try as he might, he cannot completely separate himself from Christ. The cock-crow brings him to his senses and he is able to realise what’s happening to him. Peter is still a disciple, but one who is totally stripped of his self-confidence. Now he has something in common with Jesus once again and this will pave the way for his rehabilitation.
                                                     Exit Ghost.

  Bernardo. It was about to speak, when the cock crew.

  Horatio. And then it started, like a guilty thing  

    Upon a fearful summons. I have heard

    The cock, that is the trumpet to the morn,

    Doth with his lofty and shrill-sounding throat

    Awake the god of day; and at his warning,

    Whether in sea or fire, in earth or air,

    Th' extravagant and erring spirit hies

    To his confine; and of the truth herein

    This present object made probation.

  Marcellus. It faded on the crowing of the cock.

    Some say that ever, 'gainst that season comes

    Wherein our Saviour's birth is celebrated,

    The bird of dawning singeth all night long;

    And then, they say, no spirit dare stir abroad,

    The nights are wholesome, then no planets strike,

    No fairy takes, nor witch hath power to charm,

    So hallow'd and so gracious is the time.

(Hamlet, I, 1.)
Saturday November 10th 
Shepherds’ fields Bethlehem
The shepherds are very much the outcastes, people whose job and lives take them beyond the fringes of society. They were not allowed to give testimony in court because they were considered liars. Perhaps their modern equivalent is bikers. These are the first ones to come to Jesus, a hint of what his life will be like. This is what Mary sang about in the Magnificat. God here overturns the world’s standards. The angel speaks to them saying: for to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.  And this will be a sign for you: you will find a babe wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a manger." (Lk 2:11-12) This will be a sign to them because the lowly birth of Jesus means that they will be welcome. Were he born in a wealthy house the owner would chase the shepherds if they turned up.
And Joseph also went up from Galilee, from the city of Nazareth, to Judea, to the city of David, which is called Bethlehem, because he was of the house and lineage of David, to be enrolled with Mary, his betrothed, who was with child. And while they were there, the time came for her to be delivered. And she gave birth to her first-born son and wrapped him in swaddling cloths, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn. (Luke 2:4-7)
It’s strange first of all that Joseph should bring his pregnant wife on this arduous journey, but maybe he wanted to protect her from over-zealous neighbours at home. The traditional idea, portrayed in nativity plays of the Holy Couple looking for a hotel room for the night and being chased away by heartless in keepers is of course fanciful. The word translated as inn in most English translations is  kata,luma  kataluma. Which is probably better translated as ‘guest room.’ In the parable of the good Samaritan the Samaritan takes the unfortunate traveller to an inn. Here the word is pandocei/on pandocheion, literally ‘a place for receiving everyone’ That is clearly what we mean by an inn or hotel today. The KJV puts it because there was no room for them in the inn. But the word ‘room translates the Greek  topoj topos which more correctly means ‘space’. So it’s not that all the rooms were full that nigh. Probably they had gone up some time in advance, but the guest room in the family home. In Luke 22:10-12 Jesus gives instructions to the disciples to make preparations for the Passover and tells how the disciples will be shown the upper room. The word used here is the same kataluma, the guest room of a private house. Other relatives were no doubt already there. There is no mention of a stable, because in a poor house at that time, at night the animals would be brought inside – to provide warmth ad for their safety, so Jesus would have been laid in the feeding trough or the hole in the ground which was within the family home.

The eastern tradition has the birth taking place in a cave. All icons depict the birth in this way. This is also perfectly possible, many people then did live in caves, or they use the cave as the start of a home but built on to it.

Explain reason for the date of  Christmas.

The birth of Jesus begins with an imperial decree. This would have been written in terse official language, a census which would be very unpopular. Something which would be on the record for years to come, provable. But God’s action begins with a song. Luke wants to make the contrast between a decree and a song, sung once, the words recorded but not the music. Maybe we could accuse the shepherds of dreaming, maybe they imagined it, and maybe they were drunk. Yet what happens to them is far more real and has far more lasting effect than the census. People might accuse us of dreaming and yet we know our faith makes such a difference.


Although the gospel doesn’t say it, a tradition many centuries old has Jesus surrounded by animals who keep him warm. They can represent the brutish lower parts of our nature, the parts we would rather not talk about. There is room even for these around the Son of God.

Sermon at Bethlehem.

Mud In Kenya.

God makes his first appearance not as a book or an idea, but as a baby. Holy books can take people away from the real problems of people. Holy ideas can make people narrow minded and hard – even murderous as with the Inquisition. So God dare not enter the world as these. But a baby brings out the best in everybody. The hardest heart is melted by the sight of a new-born child. To all our pain, all our doubt, all our questioning, God’s answer is not this book or that idea, but a baby. The almighty creator of the universe becomes completely vulnerable and puts himself in the hands of two people.


An idea can be stupendous, world shattering, but it can remain on a book shelf. A baby cannot be ignored and changes the lives all those around. The world is different because of Jesus. So we may lament the commercialisation of Christmas. We may get irked at the lights in  Oxford Street which seem to have no reference to the birth of Christ. We may look down our noses at people falling about drunk wishing each other a merry Christmas. But this is all because Christ is born. Recognised or not, he makes a difference. No number of oracles or messages from God could make us know his love in the way Jesus does. We need another human being to tell us that. While people had all sorts of reactions to the adult Jesus, the infant threatens no one – except Herod!

I need someone with skin on.
O Holy Night! The stars are brightly shining, 
It is the night of the dear Saviour's birth. 
Long lay the world in sin and error pining. 
Till He appeared and the Spirit felt its worth. 
A thrill of hope the weary world rejoices, 
For yonder breaks a new and glorious morn. 
Fall on your knees! Oh, hear the angel voices! 
O night divine, the night when Christ was born; 
O night, O Holy Night , O night divine! 
O night, O Holy Night , O night divine! 

Led by the light of faith serenely beaming, 
With glowing hearts by His cradle we stand. 
O'er the world a star is sweetly gleaming, 
Now come the wisemen from out of the Orient land. 
The King of kings lay thus lowly manger; 
In all our trials born to be our friends. 
He knows our need, our weakness is no stranger, 
Behold your King! Before him lowly bend! 
Behold your King! Before him lowly bend! 

Truly He taught us to love one another, 
His law is love and His gospel is peace. 
Chains he shall break, for the slave is our brother. 
And in his name all oppression shall cease. 
Sweet hymns of joy in grateful chorus raise we, 
With all our hearts we praise His holy name. 
Christ is the Lord! Then ever, ever praise we, 
His power and glory ever more proclaim! 
His power and glory ever more proclaim!

Monday  November 12th 
Mass at Ain Kerem

Lest we get any idea that bearing Christ is just about sitting around being holy, Mary sets off to visit and help Elizabeth. That is her response to having God inside her, roll her sleeves up and get cracking. Maybe also Elizabeth is the only person who will understand her since she is in similar circumstances. The Magnificat is a great series of ideas from the OT. There is no specific mention of Jesus or anything that he specifically did. But Luke is saying thereby that these are some of the things that God promised in the Scriptures, well look – it’s all happened in Jesus. In his beatitudes Jesus pronounces blessing for the downtrodden but woe for the rich. It is also profoundly subversive and was at times banned under the more repressive regimes in Latin America. So lest we get the idea that this is a beautiful true story, Mary sings of how God turns the world upside down and gives us a hint of what Jesus will do.

The Greek says Megalu,nei h[ yuch, mou to,n ku,rio,n my soul magnifies the Lord. That’s not quite the same as glorifies, it means make bigger. Imagine attending La Boheme. Puccini the composer is everywhere, his presence fills the theatre, but he is nowhere to be seen. Then the celebrated tenor starts the aria Che gelida la manina and his voice fills the theatre gloriously. What do you hear, the tenor or Puccini? In a certain sense the singer make Puccini bigger, and conversely a poor singer would make Puccini’s work sound second-rate. Everything Mary does makes God bigger, he soul, her inmost being is about that.

We’ve all met people who seem to make God bigger, in their presence it seems easier to believe in God, or reading their books strengthens faith. That’s what Mary does in the Church. Conversely, we’ve met people, sadly sometimes priests who seem to do the opposite.

Think of the way in which the Marian shrines make God bigger. They are always places in which the faith burns brighter, more intensely. Especially somewhere like Lourdes where the sick are at the centre we get a glimpse of how God views the world. People who would otherwise be marginalised are put centre stage. Mary makes God and his kingdom bigger.

To treat our Lady as a rival to God is completely against the spirit of the NT. The verb ἀγαλλιάω, could be translated as ‘whoop for joy’. Apart from OL of Sorrows all the Marian feasts are associated with joy and many of her antiphons begin with the word Gaude.

Ark of Covenant, Luke narrates it in order to allude to the story of the finding of the Ark in 2 Samuel – she is ark of New Covenant. There are close parallels between this and the story of the Ark in 2 Samuel ch. 6.

In those days Mary arose and went with haste into the hill country, to a city of Judah, (1: 39)
And David arose and went with all the people who were with him from Baalejudah, to bring up from there the ark of God, which is called by the name of the LORD of hosts who sits enthroned on the cherubim. (2 Sam 6: 2)
 And when Elizabeth heard the greeting of Mary, the babe leaped in her womb; and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit(1:41)
And David danced before the LORD with all his might; and David was girded with a linen ephod. So David and all the house of Israel brought up the ark of the LORD with shouting, and with the sound of the horn. As the ark of the LORD came into the city of David, Michal the daughter of Saul looked out of the window, and saw King David leaping and dancing before the LORD; and she despised him in her heart. (2 Sam 6: 14-16)  
And why is this granted me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me? (1: 43)
And David was afraid of the LORD that day; and he said, "How can the ark of the LORD come to me?" (2 Sam 6:9)
  And Mary remained with her about three months, and returned to her home. (1:56)
And the ark of the LORD remained in the house of Obededom the Gittite three months; and the LORD blessed Obededom and all his household. (2 Sam 6:11)

Then God's temple in heaven was opened, and the ark of his covenant was seen within his temple; and there were flashes of lightning, voices, peals of thunder, an earthquake, and heavy hail.  And a great portent appeared in heaven, a woman clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars;  she was with child and she cried out in her pangs of birth, in anguish for delivery. (Apoc. 11:19-12:2)
End of 11 Ark of Covenant is seen and then woman is seen. New covenant is not a wooden box but the human flesh of Mary with Jesus, the Word of God made flesh inside her. Ark had been missing since the exile in 587.

It’s now in through Mary that God’s promises, God’s covenant are available to us

Renewal of Baptismal vows

In Mt. 311-12 John presents a picture of the coming Messiah – for him Jesus - where the lines are very sharply drawn: His winnowing fan is in his hand, he will clear the threshing floor his wheat into his barn; but the chaff he will burn in a fire that never goes out.
A popular idea at his time. This is what it will be like. Once we thought all of us were the chosen people but some of us behave so badly that they must have to face retribution. And there were different definitions of who was right and wrong. People haven’t stopped being moralistic, they are just moralistic in a different way

John’s God is not harsh or angry but just and consistent. He will not leave goodness unrewarded nor wickedness punished. He expects Jesus to follow on from here. He also believes that the ‘Day of the Lord’ has arrived, that God is intervening in a special way.

Because of the manifest evil around him John does expect something frightening, dramatic like fundamentalists, Catholic & Protestant who wait for great portents and signs and disasters which will make everybody believe.

Perhaps Jesus’ coming gives him the courage to finally face Herod, the collaborator, fox, and that leads very quickly to his arrest. John Baptises Jesus, Jesus goes off into the desert for 40 days. John thinks “well it’s only a matter of time before Herod and all his party get their come-uppance so I can say what I want to say”. He’s not too worried when he gets arrested, Jesus the Messiah will soon sort things out. He’s spent plenty of time as a hermit in the desert so apart from the confinement prison is probably no harder and possibly easier than the life he’s led. He just sits and waits for the fireworks to begin. But they don’t. 

His visitors tell him that rather than sort out good and bad, Jesus has gone soft. Tax collectors, prostitutes who have betrayed the nation, who have led to its moral decay are his friends. Synagogue officials are scandalised – he breaks the Sabbath. John saw things so lax that he could no longer work with it, so withdraws to the desert. Jesus seems to be making things more lax. No wonder John’s confused.

Everyone said the church would get better after Vat II  and all the lapsed would come back. Some say it’s got much worse, that we’ve sold out to the world. That’s what John feels. Turn to Mt. 11:1-11

So he sends and asks Jesus: Are you the one to come, or are wee to expect someone else? Surely there’s more to God’s intervention than this! So He reminds john that there is more than one way to think about the coming of the Messiah, this great judge idea is the one currently popular. John defines himself in terms of the prophesy of Isaiah: a voice crying in the wilderness So Jesus reminds him of things Isaiah said about ‘the Day of the Lord’ 

Your dead will come back to life, 

your corpses will rise again. 

Wake up and sing you dwellers in the dust! (26:19)

That day the deaf will hear the words of a book

And, delivered from shadow and darkness 

The eyes of the blind will see.

The lowly will find ever more joy in Yahweh

And the poorest of people will delight in the Holy One of Israel (29:18-19)

Then the eyes of the blind will be opened, 

the ears of the deaf unsealed, 

then the lame will leap like a deer

and the tongue of the dumb sing for joy. (35:5-6)

The spirit of the lord has been given to me,

For the Lord has anointed me.

He has sent me to bring the good news to the poor, 

to soothe the broken hearted (61:1)

Isaiah was Israel’s greatest spokesman for God, if this is how he spoke of God’s coming then John has no cause for alarm at all, this is the salvation he’s been waiting for. And: Blessed is he who takes no offence at me. John could become bitter and cynical at this stage: “Have I spent my life just for this?” but blessed is he if he does not, if he has the courage to think again. Jesus does not tell John that he’s wrong, just that there is more to it than he thought.


John is the summit of what people can do for themselves when they take life and God seriously. Of all children born to women there has never been anyone greater than John the Baptist. (Mt:11:11) But Jesus knows that isn’t enough. There is no grace in John, there is no such thing as a free lunch. God is not vindictive but he is strictly just. Jesus goes far beyond this, to a God who is really compassionate and merciful. People who have got themselves into a mess through their own fault don’t have to ‘pay everything back’. Many of us have received a version of Christianity which is more the religion of John the Baptist than Jesus. Priests have been very good at preaching repentance and condemning evil but often not daring to preach grace. And even when you do, people don’t always like it, and they accuse you of watering the gospel down. A religion of “tell me what to do and I’ll do it, no matter how hard” is much easier than “Love God and love your neighbour” when they won’t even tell me who my neighbour is, or more important who my neighbour isn’t.

It is not a case of John is wrong and Jesus is right. Clearly Jesus admires John’s purity and integrity and the evangelists are unanimous in saying that Jesus’ encounter with him was decisive. People are attracted to John and Jesus likes what he does but realises that it’s not enough and that is john’s movement really takes root people will end up the victims of just another type of moralism, albeit more refined and with the borders drawn a little wider. So it’s the time for Jesus to act. Without being disciples of John we can probably never become disciples of Jesus. We can never follow him without desiring the good and shunning evil, but if we never get beyond that, we will never really get the point of the gospel.

Tuesday November 13th
Cana

The Wedding at Cana

2:1 On the third day.  If we count from v. 43 it is the seventh day. John depicts in this narrative a new week of creation, the Word is flesh dwelling among us for the purpose of recreating us. The Lamb goes to the wedding supper.

When we read John’s gospel it often helps to imagine the evangelist telling something but winking at the same time. The Gospel often means much more than what we see on the surface. So John tells us that the wine failed, and that  six stone jars were standing there,  we could almost add in brackets: (wink wink). Is it the wine that has run out or is it something else? What has really run out is Judaism, or should I say the rather laborious Judaism of the Pharisees. People have been drinking this ‘wine’ for  centuries and it has served them well. But now with Jesus on the scene it is no longer enough. 

The 6 stone jars are there for the Jewish rites of purification. They are an image of a certain view of God and religion where everything is rather hard work. They represent the idea that you’ve got to keep purifying yourself in order to be at rights with God. Water is essential, we can’t live without it, but it is rather bland and insipid. The religion of hard work and self improvement has its place, but it’s very pedestrian and can often lack joy. Jesus offers so much more. Into those six jars which contain something essential but rather unexciting Jesus puts….well what does wine represent? Joy, celebration, happiness, yes and maybe even a degree of intoxication. John is telling us that when we met Jesus and get to know him and allow him to work on our lives it’s as if our water changes to wine. Outwardly our lives may well stay the same, we remain in the same place, do the same job but inwardly everything changes. Adult converts often testify to the huge change Christ makes in their lives, of how they experience deep joy and peace and a sense of purpose and direction that they never knew before. Their lives change from water into wine.


The alert reader who knows his Old Testament will also recall something Isaiah said about what things would be like when God finally came to visit his people:

On this mountain the LORD of hosts will make for all peoples a feast of rich food, a feast of well-aged wines, of rich food filled with marrow, of well-aged wines strained clear. (Is. 25:6)

John is telling us that this is what’s happening with the coming of Jesus. In the previous chapter, 1 verse 17 we read: The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. The Law, good as it was, was like water. Grace and truth are like wine, a way of relating to God and to each other previously unimagined, richer and much more satisfying. And Jesus makes a lot of wine, 120 gallons at least. You can’t drink all that at once, and as it ages it gets better. We keep finding new depth, new meaning to our faith. We thought we understand it all and then something new is revealed to us.  We read the same scriptures time and again, but they continue to reveal new depths and new meaning to us.

In each of the four gospels the public life of Jesus begins with his encounter with John the Baptist, and one of the things the evangelists are trying to do is show us the essential difference between Jesus and John. John is very good, very pure and uncompromising and Jesus admires him. But his understanding of God is inadequate. John’s religion is all hard work, if we are to be at rights with God we’ve got to do it all ourselves. With Jesus, even people who have made a real mess of their lives are offered a chance to start all over again, without as it were having to pay everything back. John, good as he is, is like water, Jesus is like wine. Perhaps the marriage feast at Cana is a living illustration of the difference between the two. Jesus says of John: 'In truth I tell you, of all the children born to women, there has never been anyone greater than John the Baptist; yet the least in the kingdom of Heaven is greater than he. (Mt. 11:11) To a man with a raging thirst, plain cold water is the greatest gift, but we have greater appetites than that. If course Jesus gives us living water too, but so much more. Or as he said: I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.  (Jn. 10:10) 
In the background is marriage, permanent lifelong commitment which is perhaps the nearest human thing to the covenant – God’s permanent commitment to his people

Woman is not a term of abuse, Calls Mary that at the foot of the cross. It is the normal way for a son to address his mother in that culture. If we consider that because Jesus’ relationship with the Father is so unique, perhaps to refer to Mary as ‘Mother’ where mother and father are always taken as a pair, as being somehow similar or on the same level sounds a bit too much. To call the all-holy unique creator of the universe, the one whose name Jews don’t even dare to pronounce ‘Father’ and to give the finite human being who bore him the similar title ‘mother’ is perhaps just going a little too far. Mary is asking him to do something, but he will not be forced. A false god is one who does the bidding of others, he is not that. He must decide agenda.
Woman becomes more understandable in relation to Genesis. The first Eve led first Adam into sin, so new eve may be leading the new Adam into showing his glory, and she becomes the mother of all the living i.e. all those born again. At the foot of the cross Jesus symbolically entrusts all the disciples to her through John again sing the word ‘woman’.
Mount Tabor.

The Transfiguration 9:2-8.


This is seen by the first three evangelists as the central event in the life of Christ. There is another account in the N.T., in 2 Peter 16-18. 
For we did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to you the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty.  For when he received honor and glory from God the Father and the voice was borne to him by the Majestic Glory, "This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased,"  we heard this voice borne from heaven, for we were with him on the holy mountain.

This is shorter than all the others, containing just the essentials. almost unanimously people agree that this letter was written long after the death of the Apostle. Was the author trying to deceive? More likely he was using genuine material which was at least considered to come from Peter and as such represents his authentic voice. Peter is also the source of Mark who is in turn the source of much synoptic material, so it is reasonable to assume that he is the ultimate source of all four accounts in the N.T.


Peter James and John are with the lord on other important occasions. Maybe they were a sort of 'inner cabinet' for him. They have an experience of Jesus as Messiah. They have rightly identified him as such just before, but his speech concerning suffering has confused them. Here their conclusions are confirmed.


The verb metamorphomai means literally 'to assume a different form'. The Greek for transfiguration is metamorphosis. It is demonstration of what will be fully revealed later on. This is in fact what Jesus is, the see his true nature, the veil is lifted if just for a moment. The O.T. contains countless references to the kabod YHWH, the 'glory of the Lord'. It is that which is manifest here.


Moses and Elijah, the giver of the Law and the greatest of the prophets appear with him. They confirm who he is. They say ' you are absolutely in line with everything that we taught' Jesus has made his decision to go to Jerusalem and suffer. They are saying to him: 'go on, you have made the right decision. People may think you are mad but you are right'. In Mt. and Lk. they are talking about his passing, which makes this all the clearer.


Peter moves back centre stage and says: It is wonderful for us to be here. He must have had serious misgivings about how good it was to be with a messiah who was determined to suffer and required self-negation from his disciples. Once again he is happy about his discipleship. He wants to build three tents in order to prolong the experience. Maybe he had in mind verses such as Joel 3:21 or Zechariah 2:10 ff where it was expected that God would pitch his tent when the Day of the Lord arrived. The feast of tabernacles or booths was also associated in the popular mind with the day on which the Lord would come, so maybe Peter has this in mind. Perhaps the gospel writer is saying that peter, faced with something as extraordinary as this, could think of no way to mark it but a ritual from the old religion. Just as he tries to understand messiah in his own categories, he even tries to fit a new experience like this into his old framework. And the only thing God can do with that is send down a cloud!


His fear seems to contradict what went before, but exhilaration and fear often go together - take parachuting or motor boat racing. Fear and delight go hand in hand, so here This is clearly wonderful for Peter, but he has never known anything remotely like it, and most humans in the presence of the unfamiliar are afraid.


The cloud and the voice are central to the drama of this story. In the O.T. the cloud is clearly identified with the appearance of God to his people, especially at moments of great revelation, such as at Sinai (Ex 24:15-18). Throughout the wilderness journey, the shekinah, the presence of God was mediated through a cloud. Much later in apocalyptic thought, the Son of Man comes on the clouds of heaven. (Dan 7:13) The cloud is one of the main vehicles by which God makes himself known, and expresses something of the mystery, it at once reveals him and hides him. The great English mystical treatise, 'The Cloud of Unknowing' deals with the same understanding. 


It is also the call to listen to him and not to their own expectations and desires which have been very much to the fore recently. Yes the disciples will share in the glory of Jesus, but that will involve suffering.


There is a way in which this experience stands out of ordinary life. Much of our own experience of living with Christ can be humdrum, but sometimes we do climb the mountain, we have a peak experience of God, be that at a retreat or through some other event in life which is shot through with transcendence. The temptation, for Peter as for us, is to prolong it, to stay there. Some Christians seem to live or want to live perpetually in a high place, a rarefied atmosphere in privilege contact with Jesus. But they must come down again to earth. These experiences are however vital for sustaining our faith.


Some of the fathers maintained that it was in fact the disciples who were changed, not Jesus. He remains who he has always been, and for a short while the disciples see him as he really is. They would not be able to sustain this experience for too long so intense was it. There are those experiences for instance between lovers, when one sees the other in all their dazzling beauty, sees much more than the person of flesh and blood in front of them. What the apostles have is of course an objective experience, it is unexpected. They do not see what they expect the Messiah to be, but something far more mysterious attractive and at the same time frightening.

Nazareth

The Citation in Mt. 2:23: There he went to dwell in a city called Nazareth, so that what was spoken by the prophets might be fulfilled: "He will be called a Nazorean." has caused many difficulties since it is not an identifiable quote from anywhere in the O.T.. 'Nazorean' is applied to Jesus first and foremost because he lived at Nazareth. Most likely it is derived from the word netzer, meaning 'branch' The key passage here is Isa 11:1: 
`hr,(p.yI wyv'îr'V'mi rc,nEßw> yv'_yI [z:GEåmi rj,xoß ac'îy"w>  

There will come forth a shoot from the root of Jesse and from his roots a branch will blossom. In context the passage refers to the appearance of a king of the house of David, a successor to the reigning monarch, and is very likely the same person, Immanuel, referred to in Isa. 7:14, which Matthew has already quoted. In later Judaism this was applied to the Messiah. We know now that the Hebrew spelling of Nazareth was in fact trc,nEß Natzareth (with tzade and not zain) which makes the link between the two words even stronger. So Matthew is probably pulling these two prophetic voices together and seeing hints of God's plan scattered throughout the N.T..
Nazareth is in the tribal territory of Zebulun, Capernaum in Naphtali Mt quotes Isaiah 9:1-2.

And leaving Nazareth, He came and dwelt in Capernaum, which is by the sea, in the regions of Zebulun and Naphtali, that it might be fulfilled which was spoken by Isaiah the prophet, saying:  "The land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, By the way of the sea, beyond the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles:  The people who sat in darkness have seen a great light, And upon those who sat in the region and shadow of death Light has dawned." (Mt. 4:3-6)

When Isaiah wrote Galilee had been recently conquered by Tiglath Pileser and he had settled foreigners in Galilee and taken its inhabitants into Exile in 733. 
 In the days of Pekah king of Israel Tiglathpileser king of Assyria came and captured Ijon, Abelbethmaacah, Janoah, Kedesh, Hazor, Gilead, and Galilee, all the land of Naphtali; and he carried the people captive to Assyria. (2 Kings 15:29)
 
This situation would obtain for many hundreds of years. At the beginning of the Maccabean era (c. 166BC) there were only a few isolated groups of Jews in Galilee. We read how Simon the Maccabee rescued them in 163 and brought them to live in Judea, the still Jewish heartland. 
Then three thousand men were assigned to Simon to go to Galilee, and eight thousand to Judas for Gilead. Sso Simon went to Galilee and fought many battles against the Gentiles, and the Gentiles were crushed before him.  He pursued them to the gate of Ptolemais, and as many as three thousand of the Gentiles fell, and he despoiled them.  Then he took the Jews of Galilee and Arbatta, with their wives and children, and all they possessed, and led them to Judea with great rejoicing.

 
(1Macc. 5. 20-23)

This changed dramatically with the conquest of Galilee by the Hasmonaean John Hyrcanus. From about 104 BC he and his successors Aristobulus I and Alexander Jannaeus gave the inhabitant the choice of becoming Jews and accepting circumcision or leaving the country. (This is something like the re-conquest of Spain in the Middle Ages from the Moors., or indeed the re-settlement of Israelis in Palestine after 1948.)  At the same time many Jews from Persia and Babylon moved into the area. It seems that the site of Nazareth was uninhabited from about the 8th to the 2nd c. BC. The Natzorean clan, who seem to be a group descended from David and saw themselves as that shoot, the netser came and settled first in Kochaba, (the village of the star) which is on the pilgrim route from Babylon to Jerusalem and then moved into Galilee and moved into what was perhaps a deserted settlement and called their village Natsereth (village of the shoot.) It’s not mentioned in the OT because a) in early times when it was inhabited, it wasn’t called Nazareth and b) it only got that name in about 100BC when most of the OT had been written.
 
Towards the end of the 2nd century one Julius Africanus, a respected layman, probably a Jewish Christian tells that the blood relatives of Jesus in those villages had carefully preserved the Davidic genealogies. Families with priestly and royal connections are wont to do this. 

Jesus begins his preaching in Galilee. Think how for six hundred years the area had been occupied by pagans, for about 130 years there had been renewed Jewish consciousness. That was probably still rather fragile, and no doubt the Jews in Jerusalem   looked down on the Galileans as ‘second class’ Israelites. So Jesus, by his preaching enables that land to see a great light.
Jesus At Nazareth. Luke 4:16-30.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
Only Luke gives this long detailed account of what happened in Nazareth. If the traditional supposition is correct, that Luke got some of his material from Mary or at least people within the close family circle, it makes perfect sense that he would tell the story in this way, since it would have been such a traumatic occasion for anyone actually from Nazareth.
As we have seen, people are expecting God’s intervention in terms of judgement. Jesus begins his public proclamation not with talk of judgement but of healing, liberty, the Lord’s favour. This is the Jubilee manifesto of Isaiah. “This is what I am about, and if anyone suggests anything else about me, they’ve got it wrong” I’m not about separating the good from the bad, nor about getting rid of the Romans, nor merely about trying to live pure and uncontaminated lives.

Much scholarly ink has been spilt trying to explain how the people move from approval to wanting to kill him. People are astonished. Maybe delighted, maybe disappointed. Their eyes, their expectations are fixed on him. Here is a local boy made good. They want him to be involved in their small, local concerns. They see he has a vision much greater than them. 

Jesus does not simply read straight from Isaiah. He stops at to proclaim a year of favour from the Lord and omits and a day of vengeance for our God. He doesn’t finish the verse, and although the chapter and verses had not been demarcated at the time of Jesus, the piece he omits is the second colon of a single line of poetry, so there does seem to be something deliberate in this. The phrase in v. 22; Kai. pa,ntej evmartu,roun auvtw/| is usually translated as something like “And he won the approval of all” while it simply means “They bore witness to him” or it could mean, according to some, “they bore witness against him” The phrase “They were astonished” kai. evqau,mazon evpi. toi/j lo,goij th/j ca,ritoj could have a negative or a positive sense, “they were delighted” or “they were enraged”. If the latter is the case the rest follows easily. They were enraged that he didn’t talk about God sorting out their enemies. They were angry at the words of grace which came from his mouth since they were expecting words of judgment. If we read kai. pa,ntej evmartu,roun auvtw/| in a positive way perhaps they are genuinely pleased at what they see in him at first but unhappy that he does seem to claim to be the prophet of whom Isaiah spoke can’t imagine how one their own number, this person about whom they know everything could be more than they thought: This is Joseph’s son, surely? (The reader knows that they are wrong about this as well.) 

Why does Jesus then make things worse by launching an attack on them? In a similar way in 11:38 the Pharisee is surprised evqau,mazon that Jesus does not wash his hands. Instead of trying to patiently justify his behaviour begins a diatribe against all the Pharisees. In both cases, his attitude seems to be that people have got things so badly wrong that they have to be shocked or roundly challenged with his view. Perhaps the people think he will redress the balance in his sermon, but he doesn’t. Jesus reminds of a small but constant stream of thought in the OT, that even pagans are important in God’s sight and that his saving will extends to them as well.
 

Jesus’ Use of Isaiah 61 is very selective. The whole chapter has 11 verses and many of them are rather nationalist and triumphalist in tone. Jesus omits all of those verses. In addition he omits: To soothe the broken hearted and adds a line from 58:6: To proclaim liberty to captives. The added line comes from a context where God is saying that true fasting is doing things like this: Is this not the sort of fast that pleases me, to break unjust fetters, to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free and to break all yokes? It is a criticism of the sort of religion that the returnees are starting to practise. Far from confirming people in their nationalism and ethnocentrism which they assume is also the expression of God’s will, Jesus focuses their attention elsewhere. He says that care of the poor and oppressed is more in line with God’s will than congratulating ourselves that we are the chosen people. To drive the point home he then mentions the two scenes from the books of Kings. Elijah and Elisha, both great national ‘heroes’ are seen as coming to the aid of pagans. Jesus is showing them that their nationalism is contrary to the meaning of the OT. They may think that these two heroes who did so much to forge and strengthen national identity when it was threatened by the foreign queen Jezebel would support them in their idea. Jesus shows that precisely these people were open to foreigners. That in fact this openness to foreigners is part of their national identity They knew very well that Yahweh was not just their national God, but the God of the whole world, the only God. Well Jesus tries to get them to draw some conclusions from that. All this is very good news for the marginal Jew or the complete outsider, but a big disappointment for those whose faith was linked to nationalism. If John the Baptist, the greatest man born of women could have his doubts about Jesus, no wonder these simple village people get angry at him.
Part of the identity of the people of Nazareth was they were on the frontline of re-claiming this territory for the people of Israel. After hundreds of years in foreign hands at last it’s theirs again. Their grandparents had made aliyah from Babylon. And along comes Jesus and suggests to them that God is just as likely to be kind to foreigners as to them. Imagine a modern Jew going to a community of Israeli settlers and preaching to them about the fact that God was just as open to Palestinians and foreigners as to Jews.
If people are waiting for apocalyptic fireworks they are quite able to put up with imperfection and contradictions of all sorts in the knowledge that one day things will be different. Jesus’ entire ministry is thoroughly anti-apocalyptic. His claim that the prophesy of Isaiah is being fulfilled today even while you are listening rather pulls the mat from under people’s feet on that score. There will be no big drama, just the call today to accept that God’s reign has broken into their lives. Good news for those who have been threatened with destruction and judgement. Bad news for those who have been doing the threatening. If we are right about the Nazarenes being descendents of a Davidic clan they may well have rather grand ideas about themselves, royal pretensions and Jesus is telling them that that Isaiah is being fulfilled in front of them is saying basically that these pretensions will come to nothing. Perhaps when Nathanael says: Can anything good come out of Nazareth?" (Jn. 1:46) he represents the opinion of the rest of the people of Galilee who are not at all impressed by these village upstarts with royal pretensions.


And maybe, along with the pride they have in being descended from the clan of David, they have a low opinion of themselves too, when they look at their actual present-day condition. Maybe they know that everyone else in Galilee thinks much the same of them as Nathanael does. Jesus calls them beyond that & they want nothing of it. Just as in little village sometimes if one tries to do a little better for themselves the others will try to pull them down. He tries to expand their horizons. When they try to lynch him maybe they think the better of him and so he slips away.  

There have been many objections to the historicity of this passage. If someone were trying to write a book convincing people to believe in Jesus it is unlikely that they would start with an incident like this, but it’s important that Luke does. Jesus is not simply to confirm our pet little ideas, still less our prejudices, and Luke show the first act of his ministry is being rejected by small-minded people.


The movement of the whole of Luke-Acts is from Jerusalem to Rome, from national and religious capital to world capital from local religion to universal religion. That seems to happen in this scene in microcosm
The Annunciation to Mary. Luke 1:26-38.
After appearing to Zechariah in the Temple – precisely the place where we expect these things to happen, Gabriel does the completely unexpected and goes to a young woman in an unheard of village. So what we read does follow in some way pre-established patterns, but in other ways completely breaks the mould. Is this the announcement of a marvellous birth such as that of Isaac or Samson? The birth of John the Baptist fits in perfectly with that literary pattern. The birth of Jesus goes beyond the OT pattern, this is not just an old couple waiting, hoping for a child but something new and unexpected. So this is also the announcement of a vocation, and there are many parallels between this and the call of Moses in Exodus 3:1-14 and the call of Gideon in Judges 6:11-14.
 Luke shows Mary standing solidly in the same line as those who did their utmost to work for the deliverance of Israel. In other words, she is not a passive woman of little importance, but someone with a role very bit as big as that of Moses and Gideon. 

Hail full of grace. This is the only biblical episode where an angel addresses someone by a title rather than their name. She is filled with God’s grace more than others, and possesses the plenitude of God’s grace, & this is only appropriate expression to use in someone in whom the work of God was most manifest. Her name is not enough. So ‘full of grace’ is probably the better translation rather than merely highly favoured. She fulfils a role unparalleled in salvation history. God does for Elizabeth what they had hoped but for Mary what is totally unexpected.
kecaritwme,nh(

This is a perfect passive participle, feminine vocative singular from the verb caritow, to favour or to impart grace the perfect tense conveys the sense of an action which has taken place in the past and whose effect continues up to the present. The implication is that this condition of Mary is not something that is hers because of the angel’s greeting or because of what God will do for her, but because of what God has already done for her. This verb is rare in the NT, and this form is only used of Mary in the NT. So this verb signifies that in the person to whom it relates, God about a change, Mary has been transformed by the grace of God.

The Angel doesn’t address her as Mary because that is who she is for those who know her. The angel addresses her as full of grace since that is who she is for God. She stands in a line of people who have found favour with God – Noah, Abraham Moses and David. Their favoured status is in one sense a privilege, but it is always for the benefit of others. People often object that if Mary is free from sin from the beginning then she has no need of salvation. Salvation is not just freedom from sin but for sharing divine life, she is not saved from sin, preserved from it. 
Mary’s reply I am the servant of the Lord, is a designation applied to Moses, Joshua David, Solomon, Israel and Jacob (as a representative of the whole people in Is. 26:27.) Once again this places her firmly in the line of those who spent themselves in the service of God and his nation.
Mary’s objection to the angel is not as straightforward as it seems. She wonders how this can be evpei. a;ndra ouv ginw,skew since I know not man. At this point Mary is a betrothed virgin, so although she has not yet had sexual relations, they are, in the normal course of things, likely to occur within the next year or so. It would therefore be a little redundant of Mary to make this objection if that’s all that was meant. So there must be a little more here. As the Church’s reflection on Mary progressed, fathers such as Gregory of Nyssa and Augustine took this to mean that she had made a perpetual vow of virginity. 

De la Potterie maintains that this somehow reflects the inner desire of Mary for virginity.

Perhaps Jerome translates the greeting as Ave, Gratia plena in the light of such considerations, and therefore translates accurately.


Many modern scholars would dismiss this out of hand claiming that in second temple Judaism – and indeed modern rabbinical Judaism a commitment to virginity would be unthinkable. It’s quite true that according to the Pharisees, a person’s first duty is to marry and have children. Virginity was seen as something to be lamented rather than celebrated. But this was not so for the Essenes, and it may well be that their thinking had an influence on the family of Jesus. In the Temple Scroll, found in one of the Qumran caves the following is found: 

“If a girl takes such a vow of continence without her father knowing about it, the father then is entitled to nullify it. Otherwise both are bound to keep it. Should a married woman take such a vow without her husband knowing about it, he can declare such a vow void. Should he however agree to such a step, both are bound to keep it.” (11Q 53,16-20, 54:1-3)
Put this together with the traditional orthodox view which derives from the 2nd c. Protoevangelium of James that Joseph was a widower who already had children and it seems perfectly plausible that Mary’s father could have entrusted her to a man (necessary for protection – think of Ruth) who would nevertheless be willing to observe such a vow. So the great astonishment of Joseph in Matthew at Mary’s pregnancy and his willingness to act on the dream also becomes perfectly plausible.

"The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be called holy, the Son of God.

The word for overshadow is evpiskia,zw This is also used in Ex. 40:35: And Moses was not able to enter the tent of meeting, because the cloud abode upon it, and the glory of the LORD filled the tabernacle.

So Mary is seen here as the tabernacle of God, or Ark of the covenant. Mary has found favour already with God, and now she is to receive greater favour. Gabriel’s words mean that this is the fulfilment of Nathan’s promise to David.

He shall build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom for ever……. And your house and your kingdom shall be made sure for ever before me; your throne shall be established for ever.'" (2Kgs. 7: 13, 16.)
 (1:32-33) He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High; and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob for ever; and of his kingdom there will be no end."

Jesus – Jeshua same as Joshua ‘Yahweh saves’. Moses could bring people out, but only Joshua could bring into Promised Land. Though the law….grace & truth have come….

Rule over house of Jacob – not Judah which is David’s house. 

He fulfils Jewish expectations, but; if he occupies the throne of David and rules over Jacob he is going to unite the kingdom, and he will go way beyond this. It means all 12 tribes or northern Kingdom. This implies restoration of entire kingdom of Israel. The unity lost could not be brought about by any human political power. 
Mary’s response is the perfect model of Christian discipleship and she then does what a Christian is supposed to do with the good news – tells somebody else about it. Because of the Latin translation Fiat mihi secundum verbum tuum we speak here of Mary’s ‘fiat’. There are two other important ‘fiats’ in the NT. The fiat voluntas tua of the Our Father and that of Jesus in the garden of Gethsemane: Pater mi si non potest hic calix transire nisi bibam illum fiat voluntas tua  (Mt. 26:42) in both cases the ‘fiat translates the passive imperative of  gi,nomai,,,, - to happen - which is genhqh,tw. . Here however Mary uses the rarer optative form   ge,noito, which expresses a joyous desire to let something happen. “Oh yes, absolutely let it happen, bring it on!” “The ‘fiat’ of Mary is not just a simple acceptance, or even less a resignation. It is rather a joyous desire to collaborate with what God foresees for her. It is the joy of total abandonment to the good will of God. Thus the joy of this ending responds to the invitation to joy at the beginning.”
 When say a consecrated religious is asked to do something challenging and difficult their response might be similar. The implication here is that Mary’s prior disposition towards God enables her to respond with freedom and joy.
Wednesday November 14th
Mass at the Primacy of Peter

Simon Peter, do you love me? If we look at Peter in a worldly way we could say he’s got a bit of a cheek, he’s got a lot of brass neck telling Christ he loves him after he let him down so badly and 3 times. But thank God the gospels help us to view Peter, and his failure in a divine way. This helps us see Peter as Christ sees him.
Remember how at the Last Supper Peter plays the big, brave man. “Even if all these leave you I will never desert you” and he means it. But that sort of bravery is not much use, it’s bravado rather than true courage. There is a lovely parody of Kipling’s poem ‘If’ which runs: 
“If you can keep your wits while all about you are losing theirs and blaming it on you – you probably haven’t realised just how bad things are.” 
That describes Peter’s posturing at the last supper perfectly. Well, we all know what’s happened in the meantime and so do the apostles of course, although they have nothing to shout about either. Now Peter wouldn’t dare say anything as bold or brave. Remember  too that this scene takes place around a charcoal fire, just as his denials took place around a charcoal fire. Smell is a very evocative sense, so the smell of the charcoal forces him to remember another scene a few days before, a very painful and shameful scene.

If Peter had kept his first brave, foolhardy promise and stayed with Jesus to the bitter end, and if the apostles had not run away, then the Church would be a community of heroes and there would no room for people who fail or people who are afraid. It is absolutely essential for the nature of the Church that she’s built not on commandoes or marines, but on people who failed; people who let Jesus down but are forgiven and are prepared to carry on with him; people who realise all too painfully that they are not perfect, squeaky-clean pillars of virtue, but sinners and failures and didn’t-quite-make-its. People like me, people like us. If that were not the case it would be impossible for most of us to be priests with a clear conscience. Many married people would say the same about their relationship with their husband or wife. A while ago one diocese sent out a poster to advertise (if that’s the right word) for priestly vocations and the caption was: “Are you weak enough to be a priest?” that captures exactly what I’m trying to say here.
In asking the question Jesus is not trying to ‘find out’ if Peter loves him: he knows that. He wants Peter to be able to say it with a clear conscience, he’s saying to Peter in effect: “Look me in the eyes and tell me you love me, and don’t be ashamed, and don’t start telling me that you’ve no right to. Even though you hesitate, say it out loud, you do love me?”

Peter could spend the rest of his life in guilt because he denied Christ, because to use the modern idiom, he lost his bottle. He could spend his life trying to expiate his guilt. Sometimes people imagine that if they feel guilty enough about something that this makes them virtuous, that this expiates guilt. Jesus will have no truck with such counterfeit virtue. 

Imagine what a dreadful effect that would have on the Church. If it were guilt that motivated the first Pope, the Church would have become a terrible thing, a horrible place to live – a community of unhappy, tortured, guilty people trying to prove how good they are. But, thankfully, mercifully it’s a community of forgiven struggling sinners.
Nor do we detect the slightest hint here of Jesus reproaching Peter. Jesus does not say: “Simon Peter, where we you when I needed you most? Or: “Simon Peter are you sorry you denied me?” Once Peter can say with a clear conscience, out loud, in front of everyone “I love you” then Jesus can say Feed my sheep.

The thing that enables Peter to feed the sheep is his love for Jesus, and only when Jesus gets Peter to articulate his love that he will let him loose on his sheep. This is the basis of Peter’s ministry, a relationship of love. In the end it’s the only way the priesthood makes any sense. If we try to feed the people of God without loving Jesus we end up feeding them ideology and guilt, but it’s Jesus they want. The same applies to any Christian.

It was essential at Caesarea Philippi that Peter could give the right answer – you are the Christ the son of the living God. Every priest and every sincere Christian must give that answer too. But by itself it’s not enough. It’s possible to be totally convinced that Jesus is who he says he is but to have no love for him, or for others. The first question equips us to teach theology or catechism, and no priest can do without it, but the thing that really enables us to be priests, to lead people to love and know Jesus is the answer to his last question to Peter. Peter feeds and leads the sheep exactly as a forgiven sinner, nothing else will do.

In Holland so few of those of us who started formation became priests. Perhaps this was because Christianity was for many an ideology rather than a relationship. It must also be a need. I have to need God to be a priest, not just think that it’s an excellent collection of fine ideas.

Which brings to mind another question of Jesus. At the end of his great teaching on the Eucharist, many of his followers leave him; it’s too much for them to take. Seeing this He turns to the twelve and says:  
"Do you also wish to go away?"   Simon Peter answered him, "Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life; and we have believed, and have come to know, that you are the Holy One of God."

I don’t think Peter understands what Jesus has been teaching, but he knows he won’t find the truth or happiness anywhere else but in Jesus. I can’t claim to understand all Jesus says either, and I’ve had lots of ups and downs during my priesthood. But, like Peter, I’ve nowhere else to go but Jesus. And that makes me the happiest man alive!
.

In Ch. 17 of John, at the last supper, Jesus prays:

21 that they may all be one; even as thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee, that they also may be in us, so that the world may believe that thou hast sent me.

May they all be one, just as, Father, you are in me and I am in you, so that they also may be in us, so that the world may believe it was you who sent me. (NJB)

Was that a forlorn wish? No, he provided us with the means, the human means to remain one. And that is not good will or a determination to remain friends with each other. This is the means he gave: 

"Blessed are you, Simon Barjona! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven.  And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the powers of death shall not prevail against it.  I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven."  (Mt. 16:17-19)
God has answered Jesus’ prayer and a big part of the answer is the papacy. God has given the Church, in the pope, the ability to remain one. For first 1000 years nobody questioned the fact that the guarantee of Church unity was unity with the see of Peter. That’s God’s gift to the Church. And if that sounds like an inflated or triumphalist claim, look what happens to Christianity when it walks away from unity with the see of Peter. The result of that decision is 36,000 churches and sects, the number growing each year. People who claim to interpret the truth of the gospel in the correct way, a way that no one else does. Papal infallibility is not something that sits lightly with many of us, but at least in the Catholic Church we have only ever claimed that one person is infallible and then in very restricted circumstances.

Outside of the Catholic unity we have around the successor of  Peter, anyone who has a bible is infallible. Anyone can read scripture and the Holy Spirit will tell him the truth contained in it and no one can contradict him, except someone who can produce a better argument. Or the one who can produce the most spectacular miracle.

One of the reasons ‘independent’ Christianity is so susceptible to being hijacked by extreme right, extreme left, purveyors of miracles is that they have no central authority. And without that people can make the Bible say anything they want. The Catholic Church not totally immune to that, but having a pope means none of these aberrant tendencies can go too far for too long. We pray for Christian Unity, but without the papacy there is absolutely zero chance it will happen. It’s like praying to win the lottery without buying a ticket. The best we could hope for would be a loose association of people who worship the same Lord but are unable to reach unanimous agreement on any single question regarding their Lord, and who cannot agree on one single proposition except perhaps that Jesus lived, and even then some say it doesn’t really matter whether he did or nor not, the message is great the resurrection is an encouraging idea, but that may be all. Unity is quite impossible without Obedience to something bigger than my idea. 

The Lord’s words to Peter deliberately echo the words of God through the prophet Isaiah to Eliakim. 

In that day I will call my servant Eliakim the son of Hilkiah, and I will clothe him with your robe, and will bind your girdle on him, and will commit your authority to his hand; and he shall be a father to the inhabitants of Jerusalem and to the house of Judah.  And I will place on his shoulder the key of the house of David; he shall open, and none shall shut; and he shall shut, and none shall open. And I will fasten him like a peg in a sure place, and he will become a throne of honour to his father's house.  And they will hang on him the whole weight of his father's house, the offspring and issue, every small vessel, from the cups to all the flagons.  (Isa. 22:20-24)

Eliakim is appointed as a plenipotentiary who exercises dominion and control over the descendents of the dynasty of David. That is what the Church will eventually become. (Mt. 23:13) If we bear in mind what Jesus says the Apostles in John 20:22-23 this power of the keys is at its core the power to forgive sins. "Receive the Holy Spirit.  If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained."

It is this gift of forgiveness which robs the forces of darkness of their power. This constitutes the Church, she is founded on forgiveness. Peter is the best man to embody this since he stumbled and was forgiven. Because he had fallen himself – badly – he was able to mediate the Lord’s forgiveness to others. Peter is the living reminder that the Church is not a communion of the perfect but of sinners. Behind this talk of authority, God’s power appears as mercy.

The Church isn’t a group of like-minded people – that would be a sect. It’s a community of very different, scandalously diverse people united around their risen Lord Jesus Christ. At its very beginnings Jesus calls Simon the Zealot and Matthew the tax collector. It is hard to imagine two people more diametrically opposed, two people more likely to argue and enter into rivalry, but it is essential to her nature that the Church be so diverse. Sometimes people refer to groups within the Church as ‘sects’. The accusation always revolves around (at least perceived) exclusivism and inability or unwillingness to listen to other view points. Without the office of Peter and his successors, there is no human possibility of the Church ever enjoying unity. 
The 153 fish
Many have struggled to grasp the significance of the number of fish. So Simon Peter went aboard and hauled the net ashore, full of large fish, a hundred and fifty-three of them; (21:11) John’s gospel begins with the Word, is a long meditation of Jesus as the incarnate word of God. In ch. 6 we see Jesus identify himself as the new manna. In Jewish thinking the Torah and the word were often synonymous and the Manna was seen as a symbol of the Torah. Israel was fed in two ways in the desert, with the physical Manna and the spiritual Torah. In many cases the words ‘word’ and ‘Torah’ were interchangeable.

Matthew alone includes the Sermon on the Mount and Jesus' famous Jewish statement: “I did not come to destroy Torah.” (Mt 5:17) Torah is the Word of God. Again we see John taking the Synoptic Gospels to a higher level, taking us deeper into the Gospel. Jesus promised to bring Torah to its completion (cf Mt 5:18); the final Gospel reveals that Torah has become flesh in Jesus of Nazareth. At the end of his life, “when Moses had written down this Torah,” he gave this order: “[Every seven years] you shall read this Torah aloud in the presence of all Israel.” (Deut 31:9-11). Over the centuries, an annual cycle of readings was adopted to fulfil this requirement. The cycle of Torah readings – or “portions” – varied from century to century and place to place. The 1910 Jewish Encyclopaedia reports that a three-year Torah cycle used in Palestine around the First Century had 153 Torah portions. 
So it may be that John is saying when all is said and done, Judaism looses nothing when it becomes Christianity. Peter follows Jesus instructions and (symbolically) the whole of the Torah is the thing that comes into the net.  Jewish Christians at the end of the first century who have been expelled from the synagogue may feel that they have lost something. So the catch of 153 fish shows that that they have not.
Another suggestion regards the numerical significance of this rather peculiar number.? St. Augustine rightly observed its significance. 153 is the triangular of 17. That means that if you add all the numbers decreasing from 17, you get 153. That is to say, 17 + 16 + 15 + 14 +13 + 12 + 10 + ... + 1 = 153.

What is the significance of the number 17? The number was a sign. St. John has a special love for the number 17. The 12 extra baskets of bread from the five barley loaves adds up to 17. (St. Augustine said that it represented the gifts of the Old and New Covenant - the Ten Commandments and the Sevenfold Spirit.)

Seventeen is also the age at which Joseph was sold into Egyptian slavery (Gen 37:2) and the Patriarch lived in Egypt for seventeen years (Gen 47:28). The Book of Acts lists seventeen nations present for Pentecost (Acts 2:7-11). Seventeen seems to be number of the nations, just as seventy also serves as the number of the nations (cf. Gen 10).

10 x 7 = 70
10 + 7 = 17

Peter's catch of 153 seems to indicate the superabundance of the ingathering of the nations. A sort of "wink wink" for the reader who is in the know. It may well be John’s equivalent of Mt 28:19 Go make disciples of all the nations. This story also bears a close resemblance to the call of the disciples in Luke, which also involved a remarkable catch of fish. On that occasion Jesus concluded with the words: henceforth you will be catching men." Lk. 5:10. 

In the other versions of this same story in Matthew and Mark respectively, we read: 

And he said to them, "Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men." Mt 4:19, 

And Jesus said to them, "Follow me and I will make you become fishers of men."

Mk: 1:17.

So this incident does seem to have something to do with the disciples’ vocation to make other people disciples. 


John 21:11, “So Simon Peter went over and dragged the net ashore full of one hundred fifty-three large fish.” --Many saints and exegetes have wondered; Why does St. John specify that exactly 153 fish were caught? What is the significance of this number?

Indeed, there is great diversity of opinion in this matter, but one thing that all agree on is this: the great catch of fish signifies that salvation is open to all and that the Church will encompass men from every nation, place, class, and time. The Fathers of the Church (and especially St. Augustine) were very interested in numbers, particularly in the various combinations of numbers which make up other numbers. In our consideration of the number 153 there are 5 core numbers to keep in mind: 100, 50, 10, 7, and 3. These numbers were used by the Fathers of the Church to explain the mystical meaning of this text.
St. Augustine says: The catch of fish tells us of the salvation of men, but man cannot be saved without keeping the 10 commandments. But, on account of the fall, man cannot even keep the commandments without the help of grace and the 7 gifts of the Holy Spirit. Moreover, the number 7 signifies holiness, since God blessed the 7th day and made it holy (Gen 2:3). But 10 plus 7 equals 17, and if all the numbers from 1 to 17 are added together (1+2+3…+17), they equal 153. Hence, the 153 fish signify that all the elect are to be saved by the gift of grace (7) and the following of the commandments (10).

Or rather: St. Augustine notes that there were 7 disciples in the boat (Peter, Thomas, Nathanael, the sons of Zebedee, James and John, and two other disciples), who had all been filled with the 7 gifts of the Holy Spirit. 7 times 7 equals 49. 49 plus 1 makes the perfection of 50. Now, 3 is the number of the Trinity and also of our faith (which is founded on the Trinity); but 50 times 3 (for our faith) is 150, plus 3 (for the Trinity) is 153. Hence, the 153 fish signify the fullness of the Church (7), filled with the Holy Spirit (7), perfected (50) in her faith (3) in the most holy Trinity (3).

St. Gregory the Great says: 10 and 7 are perfect numbers, which added together make 17. This, times 3, for the perfection of faith in the Trinity, makes 51. This, times 3 again, makes 153.

St. Cyril breaks 153 into 100 (the great number of gentiles to be saved), plus 50 (the smaller number of Jews to be saved), plus 3 (the Trinity who saves all). Others follow St. Cyril, but modify this as follows: 100 (the multitude of married lay faithful in the Church), plus 50 (the many faithful who commit themselves later in life to continence either living as widows or living with their spouse in a brother-sister relationship), plus 3 (the precious few who commit their whole lives to celibacy as virgins) equals 153 (the whole Church taken together as a single body).

Perhaps most convincing of all is the theory of St. Jerome: It was thought at that time that there were only 153 species of fish in all the world. Hence, the disciples caught 153 fish, signifying that men of every class and time would be saved through the Gospel.

For more, see the Catena Aurea on St. John of St. Thomas Aquinas and the Commentary on the Gospel of St. John of Cornelius a' Lapide.

.
Sea of Galilee.

The crossing of the sea several times symbolises the difficult journey the disciples have to make, and how they can only make it in stages. It follows the parable sermon and Jesus says: Do you still not have faith? Faith here is seems to mean something like a different way of thinking and at the second storm at sea we read in 6:52 And they were utterly astounded, for they did not understand about the loaves, but their hearts were hardened. They are being asked to make a passage from one way of being God’s people, ethnically exclusive Jews, to something much more inclusive – see the debate about the yeast in ch. 8. Lots of things threaten to submerge that. In v. 45 we read: Immediately he made his disciples get into the boat and go before him to the other side, to Bethsaida, while he dismissed the crowd. Bethsaida is at the top end of the lake and they don’t quite make it, we read in 53: And when they had crossed over, they came to land at Gennesaret, and moored to the shore. This is just a little way up the lake from where they started. Later on they will arrive at Bethsaida, but their pulling in to a place very close to where they started symbolizes the scant progress they are making. This is of course not just about Jesus’ disciples then. It’s about how people with good will and commitment now can be very slow to get the message, and how the progress of the gospel can seem like two steps forward and one back.       
In Pakistan we worked with three groups: Parkari Kohlis, Punjabi farmers and Punjabi sweepers. Because of the caste system traditionally these groups would shun each other. One of the things we were trying to do as a church was break down these barriers. Both groups of Punjabis had been Christian for nearly a hundred years, although often with very scant instruction. And they both tended to look down on the kohlis who were still largely Hindu, but some had become Christian recently. However the Kohlis and the Punjabi farmers tended to shun the sweepers simply because they were sweepers and as such were generally despised in the sub-continent for being unclean. One year for Maundy Thursday we decided to bring all three groups together for a meal and the liturgy. This meant that they would all eat together, that the celebrant would wash the feet of members of each group. The vicar general, a very wise missionary who’d been there for many years warned us that we should have the riot police on hand since if we tried to get these three groups to eat together we may well have a riot on our hands. Happily the event went off perfectly, they all ate together, celebrated Mass together and there was a real sense of the unity that being in Christ created.

Then on Holy Saturday night, during the Vigil there was a burglary and a large sum of money was stolen from the house of one of the missionaries. Immediately accusations started to fly and that precious unity seemed to be torn apart, each group accusing the others, knowing that it couldn’t be one of ‘us’ who had stlen the money, it must be one of ‘them.’ Did that mean that the unity on Thursday was all an illusion? No, but it did mean that progress is very slow and very fragile. It means that although people had started to glimpse the possibility of another way of being, and had to some extent taken it on board. As soon as they felt threatened they instinctively retreated back into what they knew was safe and would protect themselves. There does seem to be something like that going on here with the disciples. There is a willingness to move, even perhaps glimpses of understanding, but they easily fall back into what they know and feel comfortable with.

The first section of the gospel finishes with 8:21 And he said to them, "Do you not yet understand?" So the people to whom the mystery of the kingdom has been given understand it no more than complete outsiders. In 8:22 they arrive at Bethsaida and the very next thing is the story of the man whose eyes are slowly opened, but for whom coming to sight is a gradual thing and this is a symbol of the apostles’ slow faith. The next thing that happens, Peter’s confession of faith and then his refusal to accept that Jesus’ being Messiah will mean suffering is the same thing. Like the blind man he begins to see but only in a fuzzy way. The man mistakes people for trees, Peter mistakes God’s suffering servant for a conquering hero. So faith is not just a sudden realization, but a gradual growth in awareness and vision.

Perhaps another contemporary illustration of this difficulty is the huge lack of understanding of what Vat II was all about – the call to holiness, and the way it was sometimes superficially turned into partisan battles. In many ways both liberals and traditionalists are both parties stuck in about 1971. The difficulty the disciples have helps us understand how sincere, committed, intelligent and prayerful people can have such tunnel vision.

 
Walking of Water. 6:45-52.


Strange that Jesus orders the disciples straight into the boats so immediately. John Tells us what Mark does not: After the people saw the miraculous sign that Jesus did they began to say "surely this is the prophet who is to come into the world". Jesus knowing that they intended to come and make him king by force, withdrew to a mountain by himself. (Jn 6:14-15) This upsurge is exactly what he wanted to avoid. Herod who lived just across the lake in Tiberias would be able to see the crowd from his palace and no doubt had his spies in the crowd. Jesus  was afraid of his own disciples being caught up in the fervour of this, and he was afraid of them all being arrested, so he tells them strongly to get out of the place and go across the lake to Bethsaida which is in the tetrarchy of Philip, well out of harm's way. It was easy enough for him to slip away quietly by himself and pray


We are already familiar with the storm at sea being a revelation of who Jesus is. But the expression in v. 48 He wanted to pass them by is very puzzling. The answer to this lies as always in the O.T.


Moses asks God to show him his glory and God says: I will make all my goodness pass before you and will proclaim before you my name (Ex 33:19) And the Lord descended in the cloud and stood with him there and proclaimed the name of the Lord. The Lord passed before him and proclaimed: The Lord, The Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness. (Ex 34:5-6) 
 

Likewise with Elijah: And behold the Lord passed by and a great strong wind rent the mountains and broke in pieces the rocks before the Lord. (1 Kings 19:11) The verb 'abar, to pass by, is used in a strange way here. No one can see God face to face, yet he is determined somehow to reveal himself, so he keeps his divine nature hidden, while the observers catch as it were a side-on glimpse of him. This is of course a stuttering human way of describing an experience which is ultimately ineffable.  


The thing that makes this all the clearer is his use of the expression It is I, in Greek evgw, eivmi  ego eimi. This is none other than they way God chooses to identify himself to Moses at the burning bush in Ex 3:12, I am who I am, in Hebrew 'ehyeh asher 'ehyeh. John's Gospel is full of "I am" statements. In Jn 8:57 he says: Before Abraham was, I am. The crowd immediately pick up stones to kill him for blasphemy, so clear is the meaning. So here, there is little doubt that his walking on the water is a theophany in the great O.T. tradition.

Here Matthew inserts the scene with Peter (Mt. 14:28-31) The fairly obvious point being that so long as Peter keeps his eyes on Jesus he’s OK but when he starts to worry about the waves he starts to sink. Perhaps in the present very anti-Catholic, secularist climate we can be intimidated by all that’s going on around us and that can even detract from our enjoyment of following Jesus. So maybe we need to make up our minds not to be too bothered by that. Instead of asking how are we going to answer/cope with/refute all these objections, maybe our question should just be “how closely am I clinging to Jesus?”
After being in the north and his encounter with the Syo-Phoenecian woman we read in 7:31: Then he returned from the region of Tyre, and went through Sidon to the Sea of Galilee, through the region of the Decapolis. So he stays away from Jewish territory. His first visit to the Decapolis had concluded with the people of Gerasa imploring him to leave the district. But he told the cured demoniac to tell everyone of what the Lord had done for him. This man seems to have done his work for on his return a great crowd follows him for three days and the second feeding miracle takes place.

This is the culmination of Jesus' activity among the pagans. 
In the first miracle, in Galilee, with a largely Jewish crowd, twelve baskets - ko,finoj   kophinos - are collected. This is a basket without handles used typically by Jews. Jesus feeds the twelve tribes. At the second miracle seven baskets - spuri,j  spyris - are collected. This was a basket with handles commonly used throughout the Mediterranean by gentiles. There were seven pagan tribes who inhabited Canaan originally, and they represent the nations of the earth. "When the LORD your God brings you into the land which you are entering to take possession of it, and clears away many nations before you, the Hittites, the Girgashites, the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, seven nations greater and mightier than yourselves, (Deut. 7:1) In Acts 13:19, Paul, preaching about what God did for Israel says: And when he had destroyed seven nations in the land of Canaan, he gave them their land as an inheritance. So the message is that Jesus feeds both Jew and gentile. 
After this Matthew tells us that Jesus goes back to Magadan in Galilee and there the Pharisees immediately start demanding signs, but he says: An evil and adulterous generation seeks for a sign, but no sign shall be given to it except the sign of Jonah." (Mt. 16:4) The book of Jonah tells of how an Israelite prophet tries his best to stop salvation reaching the pagans but that they grab it with both hands as soon as they get the chance. Jesus’ recent experience with pagans have shown him the same thing. He sees that the people of Israel are equivocal about what he has to offer, they want it and they don’t whereas in pagan territory things are much simpler. So he cites Jonah and its message of openness to foreigners as a ‘sign.’ “If you’re looking for a sign, look at the scriptures; look at Jonah, which will tell you all you want to know. But you don’t want to hear it.”
The yeast of the Pharisees. 8:11-21



The disciples, although they have witnessed the miracles are amazingly obtuse. These are the people to whom the Kingdom of God has been revealed, and yet their response seems like that of the Pharisees. So Jesus warns them to be on their guard against their yeast. For the Jews yeast was a symbol of corruption. They probably used the word in much the same way as we use 'original sin' A little yeast is enough to raise a whole batch of bread. A little of the Pharisees' approach is enough to ruin a whole journey in faith. The desire to have everything proven will make it impossible to lead a full Christian life. The disciples, because of their lack of understanding run the  risk of falling into the same trap as the Pharisees. Although they do not go so far as to ask for a sign they clearly do not grasp the meaning of the miracles. They are still blind, but soon will see. 


Some see here that the yeast of the Pharisees is their exclusivism which is an obstacle to the kingdom, they will have no gentiles in it. The yeast of the Herodians is the opposite, their liberal Hellenistic inclusivism, they will happily water down all that is truly Jewish in order to come to some peaceful accommodation. Both are opposed to the purposes of the kingdom, to draw people of all nations together under obedience to God. The disciples had forgotten to bring loaves, they had only one loaf. Jesus then gets them to go over the two feedings and to try to see their significance, that Jew and gentile are both welcome at the kingdom banquet. Therefore only one loaf is needed (Symbolically in Mark's community the one Eucharistic loaf of which all partake.) Some maintain that the one loaf is Jesus himself who is sufficient for everybody. If this is so then this in some way mirrors the bread of life discourse in John 6. The events occur at more or less the same point in the story. Instead of some new work all the disciples need is Jesus and faith in him.

Jesus too uses the different words for ‘basket’ which none of the translations really show. His question should read:

When I broke the five loaves for the five thousand, how many (Jewish) baskets full of broken pieces did you take up?" They said to him, "Twelve." "And the seven for the four thousand, how many (gentile) baskets full of broken pieces did you take up?" And they said to him, "Seven." (Mk. 8:18-20)

The two types of yeast of which Jesus speaks can still be deadly poisons in the Church, turning either into a narrow minded sect, or into a community of liberals who have all the values of the world, but also worship a bit as well, and assume that's the same as discipleship. But note, both the Pharisees’ exclusion and the Herodians’ inclusion is for their own benefit. The Herodians have no more desire to lead the gentiles to the God of Israel than the Pharisees have.
The Beatitudes. 5:3-12.


It was often suggested that while the Ten Commandments were a good guide to ordinary Christian life, for those who wanted to be really perfect, to really excel, there were the beatitudes. To see them as counsels for a higher degree of perfection is to misunderstand them. They are rather a gospel of golden opportunities, saying to people that if they find themselves in these situations, then they have a chance to meet God and enter the kingdom. Some of them - poverty of spirit, mourning, hunger, persecution are not so much qualities to be aimed at as starting points for a journey towards God

1. How blessed are the poor in spirit:

    the kingdom of Heaven is theirs.

Many have commented on how this differs from the parallel saying in Lk. 6:20; How blessed are you who are poor, yours is the kingdom of God. It is been suggested that Matthew, shying away from the consequences or the difficulties inherent in the original saying (as probably found in Luke) has deliberately 'spiritualised' this sentence, and in so doing has softened its impact. Was Jesus saying literally that the state of poverty was a happy one? Most unlikely, and even a limited experience will teach one that poor people are not necessarily any more spiritual than the rich, indeed can be every bit as selfish and avaricious as the most unscrupulous of millionaire entrepreneurs. Was Jesus trying to liberate them from their economic situation? Was he being patronising? Was he telling people to submit to the unjust economic system at the time because their poverty made them blessed? Is he saying that poor people are more likely to be good than rich people? All these questions are answered by the expression poor in spirit. Matthew is not spiritualising or toning it down, but is trying to interpret and explain the meaning of a saying that could otherwise be highly ambiguous and open to the grossest of misinterpretation. Matthew's text clearly does not refer to mere material poverty as a blessing. The expression first of all points to insight into one's own condition.  
The poor in spirit seem to be those who have a relentlessly honest view of themselves and their own helplessness. This corresponds very closely to what we mean in English by humility, i.e. being in touch with the soil, not being subject to flights of fancy about oneself. 


This realisation of one's condition, one's helplessness is not something that we can engineer ourselves. It simply assails people who are truly honest about their life. Many people spend a lifetime running away from poverty of spirit, and all of us resist it to some extent. Most of us would like to believe that we are self-sufficient, that we can call the shots, even where our religion is concerned. The opposite of this poverty is security. Whenever someone looks on his money, his position, his reputation, his possessions, his image as the thing which really makes him secure in the world he is relying on something which is not God. The one who is poor in spirit does not just turn to God out of some sense of piety, some vague religiosity. He realises in his incompleteness that he needs God desperately; he is like someone whose head is held under water gasping for air. At the moment he realises that, he has a chance to enter the kingdom of God. He has a chance to grasp that reality which Jesus struggled so hard to put into words. The kingdom is not a reward for goodness, it is the possession of those who learn to depend ultimately on God and nothing else.


This beatitude is about detachment from anything which will give a false sense of security, but it is also about attachment to the only one who can give any kind of security. Luke's parable of the Pharisee and the publican (Lk 18:9-14) is probably the clearest illustration of what this beatitude means.

2.  Blessed are those who mourn:

     they shall be comforted. 

If poverty characterised the human condition in general, then grief is the most likely response to that. This may be mourning over personal loss, lament over Israel, the state of the world or even one's own sins. Mourning had also become a common metaphor to describe faithful Jews, in stark contrast to frivolous and cynical people who do not care about the state of the nation. Whatever the reason for the mourning, it is always a chance either to simply cling to the past or to make a new start. When people cling to the past, they are not really mourning, they are in fact refusing to accept their loss and until they do that they cannot move on. I once knew a couple in London whose eight year old son had one day just bowed his head and died. Destroyed by grief, for several years the kept the boy's bedroom exactly as it was the day he died. The grief did not abate, they remained stuck until the husband's job forced him to move house and so dismantle the room. After that they were able to really admit the boy's death and get on with their lives. The opposite of mourning is not laughter or rejoicing, but denial, numbness, repression of feelings. "Big boys don't cry". This leads to blockage, and the mourner cannot be comforted. People who are unable to mourn, to feel and admit their pain, cannot really rejoice either, they can only amuse themselves.


For Israel the greatest mourning in her history had been at the exile, when her whole world was destroyed, and every hope she had was taken away. But she was able to mourn her loss: By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept, at the memory of Sion. (Ps. 137:1) When she came home again after fifty years, she was changed forever. The majestic poetry of Deutero-Isaiah was the result of the exile. The incredible depth of insight found in the servant songs of Isaiah would have been impossible before the exile. Here she realised in her pain that God could and did accomplish his purpose even through a broken, demoralised people. One way of coping with such enormous change is simply to pretend it never happened, to keep talking about how wonderful everything was in the past. Israel did not fall into this trap, and so grew through her pain.
For he grew up before him like a young plant, and like a root out of dry ground; he had no form or comeliness that we should look at him, and no beauty that we should desire him. He was despised and rejected by men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief; and as one from whom men hide their faces he was despised, and we esteemed him not.  Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, and afflicted.

 5 But he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that made us whole, and with his stripes we are healed.  All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all.  (Is. 53:2-6)
(Perhaps people avoid mourning because if they started to admit a little of how bad things are, they might be forced to face the harsh reality of their lives. They will be comforted, it is only God can do this our efforts to cheer ourselves up usually leave us feeling worse. 
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