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Believing in spite of

1st Sunday of Advent
I's. 2.1-5; Rom. 13.11-14; Mt. 24.37-44.

| have a suspicion that the liturgical year worked much better
when we were an agricultural society. That is, the liturgical seasons,
Advent, Lent, Christmas, and Easter worked better when what was
being celebrated liturgically resonated with the natural environment.
We know that Christmas was taken over from a Roman festival,
celebrated on December 25, after the winter solstice, when the sun
started “coming back” and the days were getting longer. And of
course, Easter is obvious: the celebration of new life. And | think that
this resonance with nature, is one of the reasons why the liturgical
year is somewhat lost on us.

Now, is all this just a lament for times long past and gone? |
don’t think so, because one of the things that is present in the liturgi-
cal and natural year is that, together, they were supposed to amplify
or echo the experience of faith, of believing. Speaking for myself,
most of the time, faith is experienced as enormous darkness. For me,
and many people, faith is a matter of real struggle, of hanging on,
believing in spite of. And so, it is really useful to have some kind of
place or event where you can say that there is an experiential dimen-
sion to this reality that we say we believe in. And all of thisis
brought to mind by the occurrence of Advent.

What is Advent about? Well, we will be hearing from the
Prophets all during the four weeks of Advent. Isaiah is going to be
the leading one. The Prophets and even this passage from Romans,
and the passage from Matthew all have this much in common: they
talk about emptiness. The whole prophetic experience was experi-
ence of emptiness: something is not here; swords are not beaten into
plough shares; swords are precisely used for their original intention.
It is the genius of the Prophets, who looked at the world and said,;
“something is missing, there is an emptiness here”. And of course, as



we read the lives of the saints that experience is a constant there,
that we sort of cheapen when we so easily talk about the “dark night
of the souls”. When the mail doesn’t arrive on time or my Master
Card bill is miscalculated - then we have dark nights of the soul. That
is not what John of the Cross was talking about. He was talking about
an absolute sense of desolation. All you have to do is to read him. And
that is what Advent points to. Because we are so removed from all
this | would like to take the four Sundays of Advent and talk about
emptiness from a variety of perspectives.

Today, to start with, | suggest that the fact that emptiness is
an anomaly for us, at least most of the time. We are not empty, an
most especially during advent. Go to Sears, go to Wal Mart, the place
is full of people, of goods, of music. The parking lots are full. Every-
thing is full. Our schedules are full. There is no emptiness at all in
our lives. And so, just to start things off | would like to ask the ques-
tion: where is there some real experience of emptiness? Maybe it
would be also useful to ask: why are the parking lots full? Why are
the department stores doing 33% of their business in this month
before Christmas? Why this sense of plentitude, exuberance, dare |
say it, excess? Nature abhors a vacuum. So whether it is physical
nature or psychological nature, we can’t stand emptiness, something
not being there which we expect or desire to be there.

The essence of the emptiness of Advent, is that we are sup-
posed to be waiting. In Simone Weil’s wonderful phrase, We are
“waiting for God”. But, in fact, we are not waiting for God. We are too
busy. We have too much stuff going on. Waiting for God.. | mean
Advent... is a non-event. Two weeks ago, | somewhat reluctantly,
attended a Christmas party at my workplace. Then, some of my
neighbours have already had their Christmas lights up for three
weeks. And well before the first Sunday of Advent, there were
Christmas trees in some of the houses on my block. Why? All this
activity is something to fill us up, perhaps a response to the threat of
boredom. Is that it? | don’t know. But surely a central problem is that
we have to be active and, thereby in control. So, if there is even a
suggestion of a gap, of a sense of emptiness, | must rush in immedi-
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ately and fill it with something, like buying Christmas tree lights or
decorating the shrubbery in front of the house. Or making sure that |
have three hundred presents for everybody on my list.

If any of this is true, we may well ask: are we ready, are we
even prepared to wait for God? To be empty... so that we can be
filled, and not by our own nervousness at the thought of a vacuum, or
the threat of a void that we have to fill it in by ourselves or by all our
stuff, my stuff, stuff, stuffing. We are not empty. So, in order to really
participate in Advent, the first thing to do is to find out where we are
already filled up, to do some interior excavation. Why this frenetic,
passionate, intensity in filling up with stuff? By asking this question,
we can , | hope, begin to create apertures, cracks, crevices in this
overfull life, in this overfull world, that we above all, in North
America, live in.

A small incident that strikes me, that perhaps, may not reso-
nate with too many people, but | ask that you indulge me. | remember
going into the grocery store in Lusaka Zambia, a long time ago. | saw
this large this room ,full of shelves, with only two onions in the whole
room. For us who have thirty-two kinds of Corn Flakes, it was really
an uncanny experience, to go into that room and find nothing but two
rather sad looking onions. And anyone, who has ever lived in the
third world, knows that this is not an anomalous event. | believe that
there are all kinds of unrecognized places in our lives, where we
could do some evacuation., create some empty spaces. And because
we are also insulated from nature, and we do not have that kind of
natural resonance for what we say we believe., we can, by questioning
ourselves, come to discover that we in fact live in a culture that
radically wants to resist any sense of emptiness. Perhaps above all,
we resist any sense, or even prospect of psychic emptiness. In one
way or another, we are being constantly told that each or us can pull
our own strings, that we can be our own best friend, that we can be in
control, in charge of our lives, not to say, our worlds. Emptiness?
Who needs emptiness? And yet without emptiness, where is there
room for God? The question is very simple: without emptiness, where
is there room for God?
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And | know that, year after year, | come to Christmas and look
at the preceding four weeks and ask; “what happened? | think |
missed something”. Well, | hope, this year | do not miss it and | hope
that you don’t either.
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A time to reflect on absence

2" Sunday of Advent
Is. 11.1-10; Rom. 15.4-9; Mt. 3.1-12

Last Sunday, | suggested a theme that pervades all the read-
ings in Advent, and that makes all kinds of sense of the season. It is
the notion of emptiness, the experience of absence. | suggest that the
problem for many of us is that our lives are too full. In fact, we boast
of having such full lives. This is of course, terribly misleading because
no matter how full our lives are, with whatever, it is impossible to
escape some sense of emptiness, that, at some level, something is
missing, is absent. It is simply part of the human condition. Some-
thing is not here that we believe, ought to be here, whether it is
another academic degree, more money, more power, more friends,
more people to love me, whatever. We are all dogged by these, and all
kinds of other absences. And so, the problem of Advent becomes the
process of trying to sort out one form of emptiness from another,
because there are all kinds of emptiness, all kinds of absences. Al-
though | believe that absence, of some sort, is part of being a human
being, it makes all the difference in the world as to what you feel is
absent or is missing. The process of locating, and the locale itself of
one’s emptiness is therefore crucial. And this is what Advent is: a
time for us to do that locating. The music that we’ll hear at Commun-
ion time is a prayer to God to help us to be penitent. Penitent about
what? Our misplaced emptinesses, about the fact that we endure and
even seek to maintain, the wrong absences.

So with all this as preface, we go to the readings. What all
three of the readings focus on, in quite different ways, is the matter
of relationships. From the Christian point of view, or the Jewish
point of view, the prime emptiness is found in the area of relation-
ships. So you get this extraordinary vision from one of the Messianic
texts out of Isaiah about wolves living with, rather than eating lambs,
and lions lying down beside young calves. It is the vision of the

13



peaceable kingdom. What is going on is clearly a reference to how |
am related to those people who threaten me, who are my enemies,
and those who are excluded in some way. This Isaian vision is what
God is going to realize through the Messiah whose task will be to
remove those boundaries of antagonism, and thereby to help us to
focus on the boundaries of peaceable and amiable relationships. In a
word, the text from lIsaiah is to enjoin us to think about is what is
absent and who is absent. That indeed, was the whole project of
Jesus. We get it reflected in Paul talking in the letter to the Romans.
He says that Christ became the servant of the circumcised in order
that he might confirm the promises given to the patriarchs. | ask
your indulgence for a couple of minutes for some fairly technical
exegesis of this text. What does this mean ,that Christ had become
the servant of the circumcised etc., etc. We want to say that Christ
(which is simply the word for Messiah in Greek) occupied the posi-
tion of trying to talk to his fellow Jews about the boundaries that
they had built among themselves to distinguish themselves from all
the other people who were not Jews, and from their fellow Jews as
well (e.g., lepers, sinners, women, etc.) Historically, in Jesus day,
some Jews had done what every human group seems to do; in order
to preserve some sense of what and who they are. They radically
differentiated themselves from everybody else, making themselves
superior and everyone else, inferior. So Jesus becomes a servant of
the circumcised, this means the Jews, acting to accomplish what He
believed was the truth of God. Now, what was that truth? It was that
God might confirm the promises given to the patriarchs. What were
those promises? The promises made to Abraham were that, through
Abraham’s offspring, all of humanity will be brought together and
thus be brought to God. You have the identical notion reflected in the
passage from Mathew wherein John the Baptist says to the Pharisees
and Sadducees, these super Jews, that God can make children of
Abraham out of stones. In other words, John was telling them that all
that distinguishes them, that they thought made them God’'s people
in some special way, are irrelevant because God is able to make
children of Abraham, that is to bring people together, without their
having all those distinguishing hallmarks of Judaism.
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So, this raises all kinds of problems. Let me name just a few.
How does one coordinate, for example, one’s desire to be open to
one's immediate circle, one’s family, one’s students, one’s colleagues,
without, by dint of lack of energy or lack of insight, simply excluding
the rest of the world. How do you do that? | don’t know. Because |
know all kinds of people who exert enormous amounts of energy in
fixing up their relationship with their immediate environment, while
at the same time, ignoring the rest of the world. And on the other
hand, | know all kinds of people who are extraordinarily concerned
about the starving North Viethamese and Sudanese and who are
utter monsters in their domestic situations. We don’t seem to be able
to bring this off this universalizing or our community very well.

And yet, what we get out of these texts, is that, when we are
available to God, God makes us permeable to everyone, everywhere.
How does that happen? What does it feel like? | don’t know. | know
that the felt sense of the absence of that universal connectedness, is
itself the beginnings of hearing the Kingdom of God, of listening to
Jesus. The fact that that absence is a problem for me, is itself a first
step. It is the signal that | am on the way at toward cultivating the
sense of multiple absences.

And now we can look at that other issue, which | find person-
ally, extraordinarily problematic. | would love to be able to just turn
some switch in myself or in the world so all this stuff would happen. |
would love to control the situation in such a way that | could manage
to destroy all those barriers whereby | exclude others, or worse,
make them invisible. | would love to be able to do that. The problem
is, of course, that | cannot do that without violating the freedom of
the other people, in which case the whole thing collapses in on itself.
Remember the temptation scene at the beginning of the Gospels of
Mathew and Luke, where Jesus is out in the desert, hungry, and has
this thought — “if only | turn these rocks into bread, people would go
wild with enthusiasm at the prospect of unlimited free lunches...and
breakfasts and suppers. So that when | tell them, ‘repent for the
Kingdom of God is at hand‘, they would fall over themselves in an
orgy or self-serving, and so phony repentance. But at what expense?
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By removing their freedom. Jesus would be blackmailing them into
the Kingdom. But, the wonderful thing about Jesus is that he did not
buy into that. He did not coerce people, even if they would be happily
coerced, in order to bring about the Kingdom of God. And that is the
of problem. The world is full of managers. Pinochet, Milosevic,
Hitler...the list is depressingly long, were all managers, very anxious
to build some tidy organization. At what cost?

So, we call on Advent as a time to simply reflect on absence.
What should | experience in my life that is missing? Where is the
emptiness in me? There is plenty of emptiness, of all kinds in our
world, all kinds of absences. We are here to try to pray together, to
clarify and transform our absences for us. God, help us to feel those
absences that Jesus, and the other prophets felt. Help us to be empty
in His way rather than that way we are typically empty.

0, 0, Y/
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To recognize that emptiness

3'Y Sunday of Advent
Is. 35.1-6a, 10; Jas. 5.7-10; Mt. 11.2-11.

Before | begin with what I'd like to focus on today, just a word
about this passage from Mathew. What is going on with this question
from the disciple John the Baptist sent to Jesus, asking if he were
the coming one, the Messiah? Jesus answers by giving a line from the
Prophets, describing a time when God is going to return Israel from
exile, to establish Israel as the light of the nations, and have them be
the agents of salvation for everybody. And all this is going to be
marked by signs: the blind will see, the lame will walk and deaf will
hear. The list proceeds in ascending order of improbability: the dead
are raised, and, most extraordinary, the poor have the good news
brought to them. The point is that when all those things happen, the
human community is going to be re-knit. So it is not just a matter of
little, disparate miracles thrown out here and there. The whole point
of all these miracles is to reconcile us human beings to each other.
(Anybody who has lived with handicapped people in one way or
another knows how extraneous they are made to feel. And being
dead, of course, is being altogether extraneous). But being poor and
having nobody paying attention to you is to be even more extraneous
than being dead.

But now, | would like to continue examining this business of
emptiness and Advent, and in doing so, to suggest a couple of cultural
facts. There is a book published a few months ago called “The Argu-
mentative Society” or “The Argumentative Culture”. Its thesis is that
basically that’s the way we human beings are dealing with each other
today, i.e., antagonistically, on a very large scale. For years, we've
been called a litigious society and the lawyers among us know that to
sue is the immediate response to any type of mishap. But the impulse
to see the other as enemy or threat seems to be strengthening, and
this is occurring even domestically. | just got involved with a mar-
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ried couple in the past week, and as | listened to them, | was amazed
at the sense of competition between them. Everything became an
issue for one-upping the other. But, are we different now? Are we
more litigious? Are we more argumentative today than people have
been in the past? Well, | think it is true that, because we are more
individualistic, we probably are more litigious. So much of the social
cement, of all sorts, that has held us human beings together, in one
way or another, and however tenuously or artificially, has broken
down. It's a regular complaint that we never get together. Another
telling book title has it that today, we even bowl alone. Everybody is
busily engaged in their own little process. This is further exemplifi-
cation of this sense of isolation from each other and the isolation
expressed above all, in our being contentious. What 1'd like to pro-
pose is that this is a form of emptiness; that this is expressive or
symptomatic rather, of a form of emptiness that is well worth exam-
ining.

Many of the prayers in the weekdays of Advent begin with this
line: “Lord , we are nothing without you”. That is an extraordinary
line. It sounds like hyperbole — pious excess. However, we say we
believe that that is literally the case. We are nothing without Y ou.
But | don't think that is our self-consciousness by any means. It cer-
tainly is not mine. I’'m rushing to the trough and sharpening my
elbows, to mix my metaphors, as quickly and as ardently as anyone.
And the question is: why? What underlies this profound suspicion
that we have of each other? What lies at the root of this contentious-
ness, of our pervasive sense that life is essentially an enormous and
unending competition? We are afraid that, if somebody has more than
we do, they are going to get a leg up on us. We are going to be in
trouble if someone else has more brains, more money, more power, of
one form or another, than we do. All this, of course, testifies to a
radically solitary or solipsistic notion of oneself: | am all by myself
and | have to look out for number one because nobody else will. Now,
juxtapose this notion with the first line of this prayer: “Lord, we are
nothing without you”. 1 think our emptiness is highly ambiguous.
From a religious point of view, | don’t believe | am nothing without
God. Simultaneously, | also believe | have to get in there and fight
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for my place in the sun — a bigger place than anybody else’s if | can
manage it. But the real emptiness ought to be the sense that this
competitive and aggressive self, is not the authentic one, the God-
willed one.. And to be content with that kind of emptiness. You see, if
| were content with that kind of emptiness then all this litigiousness
, this contentiousness, this fear that somebody’s going to get ahead of
me in one way or another would dissipate. But the sense of competi-
tion is, in fact pervasive: my neighbour’s lawn is greener than mine —
it runs from the most trivial to the most profound sense that if | don’t
fight for myself I’'m going to get stomped, I'm going to get suffocated,
I’m going to get eclipsed absolutely. It is easy to hear this, especially
in intimate relationships. But, it happens over the whole scale. The
judiciary hearing in the House of Representatives is more evidence, |
believe, of the same thing. The self-righteousness of some of those
gentlemen oozes out of the TV screen. And what is that all about?
The fear that they are nobody, but that they can always appeal to our
founding fathers, the constitution, some abstraction that is going to
fill them up and give them a club with which to batter somebody else.
It's an extraordinary spectacle. | recommend it to you. If you have a
sort of masochistic streak it is worth an hour or so or your time. But
watch them. And look at the expressions on their faces and all this
puffery about their heavy hearts and knotted stomachs. There is glee
and vindictiveness of a very high and terrifying order at the topmost
level of government of the most powerful country of the world. In
face of this we ask again: What is going on? Where is emptiness?
What is emptiness? A sense of ourselves ultimately. Our sense that if
we don’t construct ourselves altogether there is not going to be any-
thing there. And the suspicion is that we know that we cannot really
achieve this self-construction, which suspicion adds layer and layer
of disguise, camouflage, self-deception and evasion.

So, there is emptiness upon emptiness. Once more, Advent is
the time to consider emptiness; to be brought to really believe that as
the texts say, without God we truly are nothing. And there is no
magical step from that moment of acknowledgement to feeling that
we really are in God, and so we do not have to be contentious or
argumentative or to fight or compete or be suspicious of each other
because God is going to sustain us. No, there is no magical step.
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There is only the arduous work of thought and prayer, above all what
we used to call asceticism, because that step into the darkness of
faith is not going to happen automatically. There is no book | can
read, no pill | can take, no sermon | can either give or hear that is
going to supply the arduous effort to come to terms with myself
before God, and to recognize that emptiness. Because the very recog-
nition of the emptiness, you see, is itself the beginning of its filling.
The very recognition of the emptiness is itself Grace. Because we can
only sustain that kind of awareness if it is, in turn, sustained by the
belief that we really are in the hands of God. He will not abandon us,
the One for whom we wait.
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Love is not a feeling

4" Sunday of Advent
Is. 10-14;, Rom. 1.1-7; M1.1.18-24

Today | would like to say some more about this theme that |
proposed for Advent, namely, that of emptiness, of absence. | want to
talk about what | think is the most profound emptiness. But first |
want to remind you again that there is a terrible ambiguity about
that notion of emptiness. We who think our lives are so full so much
of the time, yet are often aware, at a very deep level that they are
really empty. And so we have to be really careful when we talk about
emptiness.

Now the deepest emptiness, | would like to propose, has to do
with the mystery of love. But the first thing that we North Americans
need to be reminded of, is this idiocy which holds that love is a feel-
ing. Love is not a feeling. To call love a feeling is the same as mistak-
ing the shadow for the reality that casts the shadow. Feelings accom-
pany every response that we have to anything. So to say that love is
simply a feeling, existing all by itself, is to empty it of all substance,
meaning, possibility of being talked about or thought about.

And now | would like to make a proposal, which | think clari-
fies why love is so problematic for us human beings. It is very simple;
| believe that all of us, at very deep parts of our lives, believe that we
are unlovable, at a level that we do not recognize, acknowledge,
address or think about. If every one of us looked at our past.... whose
parents loved them perfectly? Whose parents did not, to some extent,
induce a sense of shame, unworthiness, or at least confusion about
who we are? And all of this expresses itself in this terrible suspicion
that we have, that we really are not lovable. And there is the con-
verse problem, wherein one is so showered with attention, praise,
apparent affection, for which one senses there is no warrant, that the
same suspicion of being truly lovable, arises. Yet, there is nothing we
need so much to live, as to believe that we are truly loved. So there is
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the problem. We can’t live without love. And yet, we believe that we
do not deserve to be loved. And | think that this is what gives rise to
all of those profound distortions that go by the name of love, and that
are so characteristic of us. Often enough when we say or hear it said
to us, “I love you”, what we are saying or hearing, is “I need you”. |
hope to show that love, as an expression of neediness, is an inad-
equate way of understanding what love is about and, moreover, that
it creates enormous problems. It gives rise to love disguised as a
desire to control, to manipulate, which is true of all of us. Then there
is the desire to compete, as if love were some exhaustible quantum,
so that if | don’t get to the trough fast enough, | will lose out. And so
what goes by the name of love is, often enough, a race to see who is
going to get love first. Probably the most obvious distorted form is
love as a desire to possess — literally possess the beloved. Above all, if
we could manage it, to possess the freedom of another human being.
If we look at all of this, and try to filter it through our own experi-
ence of people saying that they love us, and our saying that we love
them, it accounts for the peculiar fact that love creates more misery
than anything else in our lives: what we rightly call heartbreak. And
so, it is not surprising that such a great Christian as Dostoyevsky
would speak of love as “that harsh and dreadful thing”. Because real
love demands that we look through all these artificial forms, all these
degenerate, distorted forms that we say are love but really are not. It
is to see that they really are an expression of neediness growing, out
of the basic sense that we do not deserve to be loved.

And so if we talk about emptiness here is where all the ambi-
guity of emptiness comes into fullest play. Because if, at any moment,
we do feel that we can control, or successfully compete, successfully
control the other, then emptiness seems to dissipate. But that has no
duration, of course. Those moments are fleeting at best, no matter
how deep our desire to have them last forever. And so Christmas, is a
great celebration of emptiness in that it clarifies all of these dis-
torted, disguised, camouflaged, substitutes for love. For what goes by
the name of love is, at least in my case, and for an inordinately a
large percentage of the time — an expression of need. | need an audi-
ence, | need someone to say that | am important. | need someone to
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reassure me that | am not worthless. | need to stand on a stage and
be noticed. And how much of our loving consists of that effort; or
other pathological forms, whereby we become infinite appetites for
what seems to be love. We become two legged black holes, which
absorb all of the attention and all of the concern that we can some-
how garner for ourselves.

Is this is a dismal and artificially darkened picture of the
human condition? Not in my experience. Perhaps, in yours, it might
be. Yet | would still propose that these are issues well worth think-
ing about. Because unless we recognize this we cannot talk about
Christmas, which says that love is basically the total concern for the
other, independent of what benefits | may accrue from the other.
Love that we talk about at Christmas is, putatively at least, a gift.
And gifts are very difficult to give and receive because of our belief in
our unlovability. It is a wonderful statement of our profound incapac-
ity to get hold of this, when we talk about gifts as being free gifts. Is
there any gift that is real that is not free?

What the gift of the birth of Jesus brings us is a whole new
possibility - namely, that of an honest belief that we are loved despite
ourselves. That love really is a gift. And because of it | can truly love,
to the extent that | grow up, transcend my own neediness. So | can
really attend wholly to the other - charity without a hook. Christmas
reveals the most mysterious, profound, yet necessary form of love —
the only form of love.

So today, we can talk about preparing for Christmas in the
context of the baptism which we are about to celebrate. What hap-
pens when somebody gets baptized, unless it is just sheer convention,
something that everybody does? On the part of the parents and the
godparents and the rest of us, baptism is recognition that these chil-
dren are gifts to us, given to us. In a very real sense, they are not
ours. Again, the passion to possess is broken by our statement that
this child is going to be baptized, is going to be reborn in God. And so
it is very important that we, the parents and godparents and the rest
of us, know that this child is entrusted to all of us. They are ours.
They don’t belong to the parent, they belong to God. And it is our job
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and the parent’s job to somehow persuade that child that they really
are loved by God, not just by us, who so often use our children to
possess, to control, to compete with, to draw attention to ourselves.
In other words, baptism is the great act of faith that we cannot love
well enough, but that God can. And it is an act of freedom, freedom
from the neurotic hope that we all have, that anyone of us can supply
all the love our children need. We can’t, and the empirical evidence
that we don’t is overwhelming, and it is available to anyone who
wants to introspect for more than five minutes.

So what we are about to do is very important. We are doing it
in the presence of this man who says “this is my life for you, without
hooks. Simply because of my own freedom, because of my own gener-
osity, because | grew up believing that God loves me. And therefore |
can be there for you. Not just for my sake”. So, this is the context of
what we are about to do.

0, 0, 0,
0‘0 0‘0 0‘0
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Everybody is my family
ChristmasDay

Several years ago, after considerable struggle, | gave up the
attempt to use Christmas homilies as a time to scream about the
secularization of the feast. | gave up not so much out of exhaustion ,
but because | think that in the world at large, the battle is over.
Eaton’s, Wal -Mart, Hallmark Cards, they’ve won. They have taken
the field. And so it is useless to mount some kind of battle against an
enemy that is already victorious. So today, | would like to consider a
couple of ways of looking at Christmas that have arisen from this
secularized world, and to see if we cannot retrieve them for us who
would like to retain and even deepen our sense of the religious sig-
nificance of this day.

So | propose looking at two statements that we hear over and
over again about Christmas and see whether they have some kind of
religious valence. The first is: “Christmas is For Families’. The sec-
ond is: “Christmas is For Children”. So, | would like to take them in
turn. The first one is in a sense easier to dispatch because | think
that the experience of most of us is that, although we may want to
turn into The Waltons on December 25th, we continue to be The
Simpsons. It really doesn’t work most of the time. We don’t suspend
history for that 24 hour period one day a year, so that all the hurts
and disappointments and frustrations and offences that have made
up so much of our family living, whether intentional or unintentional,
can simply disappear, evanesce, only to magically to reappear on
December 26th fully invigorated. It does not work. It does not work
for a number of reasons, some of them extraordinarily important. |
think it does not work first of all...and this has religious
significance...because we expect the family to do what only God can
do: to love us as we are. Because the fact is, none of us know who we
are or who the other is. Even with the best intention in the world we
want to love, yet we constantly miss each other.
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And so it is possible to look at Christmas as a time to twig our
memories that “Ah yes only God can do that, only God knows who |
am”. But there is another level of significance in that phrase “Christ-
mas is Family Time” that is even more directly related to the feast.
And we can approach that by asking: who is my family? This is a
matter that was addressed over and over to Jesus. “Your mother and
your brothers are looking for you.” And Jesus said “Who are they?
Who are my mother, my brother and my sister?” It is scary to see how
consistently Jesus downplays the significance of the biological unit
we call the family. The way that Jesus himself had in mind in dis-
counting, in a certain way, the biological family, was to say: | am
brother to everyone. Everyone is my family. And this is really impor-
tant, especially in the latter part of the 20th century, where the
family is clearly beleaguered. There are even some people who are
proposing that the family is passé. This tight little island that we
attempt to erect in a fundamentally inhospitable world. At least that
is the way it seems: the family is the place where we erect bulwarks
against all those outsiders in order to protect ourselves. But, what
happens with Jesus is that he says “no, you have to look at this all
over again. The family is everybody”. And so, when we say that
Christmas is a family celebration, that is religiously significant. But
we very badly need to know what we mean when we say “the family”.

The second item is a little more problematic: Christmas is for
children. What does that mean? | think it means that we would like
to shut off the harsh realities of life as we know it and to say that
Walt Disney had it right. Everybody is young, everybody is beautiful,
everything can be set to music and it will all end happily. There are
no sharp edges in life. Life is basically lived on rock candy mountain,
if we only awaken to the fact. Christmas is for children. The problem
here is similar to the problems we saw in Christmas being for the
family. But the biggest problem with this second claim is that it
infantilises us. Life is not simply a non-stop satisfaction of our appe-
tites, whatever they are, and should not be. And if it were, imagine
what we would all look like. We would have a worse time getting on
with each other than we already do. All you have to do is examine the
world’s landscape to see how badly we are bringing that off. Again

26



Oscar Wilde's great remark about there being two sadness’ in life:
one is not getting everything you want and the second is getting
everything you want, is very much to the point. So, is there any way
we can rescue that notion of Christmas being a suspension of reality
for one day, a kind of soft-edged and highly unreal view of things?
Here too we can appeal to the New Testament, because over and over
again we have this mysterious language, such as, “unless you become
like a child you cannot enter the Kingdom of God”. What does that
mean? Has Jesus out-Disneyed Disney in making that proposal? |
don’t think so. The Gospels are neither for, by nor about children.
Jesus is making that statement to adults and therefore calling on
adults to reflect about what there is about being a child that we have
lost. And | think that it is true to say that one of things that children
do with infinitely greater ease and grace than the rest of us do, is
simply to take everybody as they are. This is embedded in all kinds of
fairy tales The Emperor’s New Clothes is my favorite instance of that
clear sightedness of children. Children initially have the capacity to
accept anyone regardless of gender or colour or language, simply as
another person.

Growing up, of course, involves constructing a filtration sys-
tem, whereby we learn to diminish or even deny, the co-humanity of
other people, or other groups of people. And so, the recognition and
the demolition of that filtration system is very much to the point for
us today. Yes, Christmas can be a children’s thing if we know what
we are talking about; if we are not talking about the infantilisation of
our lives. As a footnote, the problem here is that often enough that
the Church has been guilty of that telling us that the only thing we
need to learn is to obey. This is, of course, what you need to teach a
little kid. At least for a while. So, Christmas can be for children if we
understand this as meaning the re-appropriation of that capacity not
to discriminate on all kinds of grounds, such as that of wardrobe, or
income, or level of intelligence, or color or language and if we come to
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see everybody else as simply another human being to whom | am
called, and for whose presence | must make room in my heart.

| hope we have come a way from talking about Christmas as a
family thing, or as it being for children. And if | can use a military
metaphor, perhaps we can hoist secularist understanding of this day
on its on petard. Yes, this is what God has called us to, in this man
Jesus, who said, “ everybody is my family, for | was naked and you
clothed me, | was in jail and you visited me, | was a stranger and you
took me in.” And to be a child is to refuse to insist on one’s own privi-
lege, not to insist on perks that one's position would require, but
simply to take the other into my heart as they are. If we had done
that then we have come really close to understanding what a real
Merry Christmas is all about.

0, 0, Y/
0‘0 0‘0 0‘0
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Nobody is dismissible

Holy Family
Sir. 3.2-6, Col. 3.12-21; Mt. 13-15, 19-23.

For a change, the readings today offer an embarrassment of
riches. There are all kinds of directions in which one can move from
any one of the three readings. But, before | launch into what | would
like to talk about, just a comment on this business of wives being
subject to their husbands. Now we know that Paul, in the letter to the
Galatians, said that in Christ there was no longer male and female.
Thus, the women who joined the Jesus movement started behaving in
the wider community as man’s equals, and this, in an intensely patri-
archal society. And because the followers of Jesus were subject to all
kinds of criticism anyway on political grounds - saying that God is
King rather than Caesar - they were really under suspicion. And we
also know that fairly early on, some of the Roman emperors started
persecuting the members of the Jesus movement. So what scholars
have proposed, is that the person who wrote the letter to the
Colossians is really saying is: “ladies cool it - if we draw too much
attention to ourselves, then the cops are going to get mad and then
we will all get into trouble”. What is going on, in other words, is
clearly a withdrawal from the position staked out by Jesus, and noted
by Paul, in which the male/female superior/inferior positions were
obliterated. But this proved to be politically and socially hazardous.

So, we have this regression, all of which suggests that you
can't read the Bible with your brain turned off. We Catholics who
have just re-discovered the Bible not so many year ago, need to have
some sense of what it is we do when we read these texts. Yes, they
are the inspired word of God. But, what does that mean and how
does that equip us?

And this problem creates an opening for what | would like to
talk about. How do you judge that this text is superannuated? That
wives are not supposed to be subject or submissive to their husbands.
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What criteria can we use, then, to say this text is a regression, a
decline, from the news about human relationships which Jesus not
only announced but embodied? And these questions can lead to a
guestion about the Holy Family. What made the Holy Family holy?
Well let’s try to look at that by looking at the regular family. | think
it was the Russian playwright Chekhov who said all happy families
are boring, it is only the troubled families who are interesting. And it
is from this perspective that he wrote The Cherry Orchard, The
Three Sisters, etc. Well, | think that if he had looked a little more
closely, he would have realized that there are no happy families.
There are no families which are non-dysfunctional to one extent or
another. We do not want to believe this; | do not want to believe this,
but | think that this is the case. The reasons for that are not very
difficult to discover. We say that the family is supposed to be consti-
tuted by love. But what is love? Love is to seek the welfare of the
other. OK, then, who is the other? And furthermore, what conduces
to the welfare of the other? Now | came very late to parenthood.
There is a certain advantage in that. | don’t know what worse mis-
takes | might have made in my attempt to raise my kids had | begun
earlier in my live. The only thing that | am sure of is that mistakes
were made. Why? Because | do not know how to love, point one.
Point two, | am so hobbled by my own needs that , even if | did know
how to love, | would not be able to bring it off successfully, totally
successfully. And | think this state of affairs, is simply the human
condition. Period. Full stop.

So what problems does this raise for the family, what is the
family to do? Let me make some proposals, all in the light of trying to
get at what makes the Holy Family holy. | think that the very first
thing that parents should do, is to recognize that although parents
may know genetically what their children are, they do not know who
they are as human beings. All they can do is try to create an environ-
ment where this little kid feels that it is safe to live in this world. |
think that that is the absolutely basic thing: to persuade their kids
that life is livable. Now, how do you do that for a six week old, or a
two year old, or a ten year old, or a fifteen year old? | don’'t know. But
I know that that has to be the basic item on the agenda. Why? Be-
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cause if the kid is convinced that the world is not safe for them then
they are fatally hobbled. She or he is crippled at the outset. They are
not going to be able to live, which is to say, to grow. So let’s assume
that that is the first job and that, secondly, that job is never perfectly
done. This process thereby creates a kid who is at least wary of the
world, and of other people. OK, there is a difference between a sensi-
ble wariness and a pathological form of wariness. And | would like to
propose that none of us fully escape some degree of the pathological
wariness, the fundamental distrust of other people and of life. As a
reflex of that sense we have to keep protecting ourselves. Look out
for number one.

Now, it is a fascinating thing to come at this from quite a
different direction. Let us say that the job of parenting is to convince
the child that they are loved. This is slightly different from saying
that the world is a secure place to live. The belief that they are loved
gives kids the wherewithal, the energy, to make a way through and in
the world. But here we meet a North American problem. How can
you both convince a kid that they are loved and not at the same time
somehow persuade them that the world and other people are there
for their taking? We talk about the “Me Generation.” What has gen-
erated the “Me Generation“? It originates in the belief that the world
is there for me, and therefore | have to get whatever is mine before
anyone else gets a chance to take it away from me. We see this belief
acted out over and over among the students here, in their indiffer-
ence to other people’s feelings, in the violence that they routinely
work on themselves by the language that they employ when talking
about each other. | am astonished, I’'m dumbfounded, I'm terrified
sometimes by the language | routinely hear from the students. And
the question is why do people do such hurtful things? A really good
guestion.

All right, if then we can upend Chekhov and say that all fami-
lies are dysfunctional to one degree or another, what makes the Holy
Family holy? The fact that they gave this child the sense that the
world was a safe place for him to live in, yes, and that they gave the
kid the sense that he was loved. Yes, but then, the mysterious and
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dumbfounding next step, which seems to be characteristic of Jesus
(and this gets us back to the criterion for judging that this thing from
the Colossians can be radically criticized). Jesus not only had the
sense that he was loved, but he made the transition to an astonish-
ingly different sense, which enabled him to persuade all the people
around Him, that they were loved.

I would like to suggest that Jesus’ achievement moved across
an unbridgeable gap. That is, | don’t think that of ourselves, we can
move from “I am loved,” to “we are loved”. | think it is precisely the
miracle of Grace that makes that transition., namely that | do not see
myself as privileged and therefore able to treat anybody else with
contempt or less concern. And this is certainly the hallmark of Jesus’
behaviour, that he treated no one contemptuously. “This man eats
with sinners.” “The prostitutes and tax collectors are going to make it
into the Kingdom of Heaven before all you religious high types’. Now
what enabled Jesus to say such things? To spend so much time talk-
ing to women and handicapped people as well as talking to the
wealthy and the religiously privileged. | propose to you that it was
his awareness that God has no favourites, that we are loved. Not just
that | am loved, but that we are loved and that “we” is an all-inclusive
we.

Now look at the world today. Today there are 24 full-scale
wars going on, where people are killing each other with munitions.
What constitutes a war, whether within a family, or between nations,
but the incapacity to understand the world as “we"? That it is we,
who are loved. And what | want to say is that we cannot effect that
awareness by ourselves. We cannot lift ourselves by our own boot
straps. Indeed we have a very hard time bringing off those two other
very foundational things: assuring the kids that they can be secure in
the world, and thereby enabling them to come to the conviction that
they are loved. But the next step is the miracle: to universalize those
convictions. And that is what the Feast of the Holy Family is all
about. | do not think that Mary and Joseph did this on their own
steam. But this is the Grace of God, that somehow they raised a kid
who could continue to grow into and live out of his consciousness that
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we all are loved. So there is no separable |. There is only we, always
we.

All this does not mean some kind of homogenization or the
collapse of everybody’s self worth into some kind of great indiscrimi-
nate stew. Rather, it is to say that | am | only insofar as | am con-
nected with you, with God and simultaneously with everybody else.

Why is this important to understand? Because this is the
meaning of this feast today and it is the context within which we can
hear these texts. But it is important too, because this is so terrifying
a prospect, so difficult of achievement, that | don’t even want to look
very closely at it, because | don't know how to bring it off. | don’t
know how to bring it off so that the Trojcak that | know is the Trojcak
that is absolutely connected with everybody else. And yet, that is the
kingdom of God, that is heaven: that nobody is dismissible, nobody is
expendable, nobody. And so, we can pray to Jesus, Mary and Joseph
to that end. That we make ourselves available to that kind of trans-
formation by God.

/ 7 7
0‘0 0‘0 0‘0
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So that is what forgiveness is

Mary Mother of God
Lect. For Sun. and Sol: Numb. 6.22-27; Gal. 4.4-7; Lk. 2.16-21.

What we are doing today is exactly what we did on Christmas.
That is, we are taking a basically secular event from its original form
as a pagan feast day, and Christianizing it. The feast of Christmas
was the Roman feast of the unconquered sun. (It was after the winter
solstice when the days started getting longer. Before then, people
feared that the sun was going to disappear. So when the sun “re-
turned” they thought that this was a reason for having a big party.)
But there is something that is even deeper in the human psyche in
the feast of the New Year. It is probably the oldest celebration that
human beings ever devised. Yet, it is really curious. One 24-hour
period is pretty much like any other 24-hour period. One just follows
the other. What should be so different about another day? Well, in
the days when people were much closer to the changes of the season,
and the powers of fertility were considered divine, there was more
warrant for noting beginnings as renewal. And this is what the New
Year celebration is about. But | think that there is something much
more at stake than that. Very simply, it is the fact that we wear out.
The world runs down. Things wear out, dissolve, die, fall apart. This
is a terrifying prospect. By a wonderful act of imagination, our ances-
tors said: “We will stop it. We will start over”. This is the beginning.
We have a new chance. It is a truly admirable solution to a truly
enormous problem. Maybe even the greatest problem: that nothing in
my life is secure, because, in one way or another, | keep losing stuff.
But now | can pretend that | never did that and | can start all over
again. There is something deep in us that wants that kind of thing.
So, we in the Christian churches, say well, OK we will take that up
and call it the Feast of Circumcision. Then they changed it to the
Feast of Mary the Mother of God. We have sacralized this secular,
this pagan feast, by saying that this is the Feast of Mary the Mother
of God.
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So how do we get from Mary the Mother of God to the celebra-
tion of the New Year? That is the task. Well, from the Christian point
of view, it is not so difficult. Mary raised a child who, according the
Gospel of Luke, could die saying “Father forgive them for they don't
know what they are doing”.

In other words, | would like to look a little bit at the Christian
meaning of beginnings, and the only real beginning for us is precisely
rooted in the possibility of forgiveness. Now, the true attrition that
goes on for us Christians, consists of a constant stream of betrayals,
big or little, of what we say we believe. It is not just that my body
doesn’'t work anymore, or my house breaks down... all those forms of
dissolution, of attrition, are certainly important. But the biggest form
is this gradual erosion of myself by all these little betrayals, either
those | perpetrate on my self, or those | experience from others. |
have a history, in other words. And what forgiveness is, is not the
elimination of that history but the fullest acknowledgement of it. But
it is so, because it is the assertion that that past is not going to be
absolutely determinative for my future. And that is the most pro-
found and extraordinarily important notion of forgiveness and the
basis for the new beginning and so, for the celebration of the coming
year. We see all this realized in career of Mary’s child. (Dante called
the Gospel of Luke the ‘Gospel of the Great Forgivenesses'. There are
major examples of forgiveness which only appear in the Gospel of
Luke.) So that is what forgiveness is. It is not an elimination, an
ignoring of our history, as most of the New Year’'s celebrations are. It
takes our history absolutely seriously. That history cannot be wished
away, cannot be imagined away, cannot be entertained away, it is
there. But there is something beyond it. There is a life.

| do not think that we human beings are very good at forgive-
ness. And at least in my case, it is not that | believe my history is
going to lay like a dead hand on the rest of my life, but because |
know myself too well. I know how unreliable | am. | know that there
is every likelihood that my past is not going to be just prologue to my
future but is going to be a shaper of my future. | also know | may
forgive but | won't forget. That is my standard operating procedure.
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It is not just an accusation that someone makes at me but it is some-
thing that | see in myself as well.

| would like to propose that real forgiveness is possible only
with God. How would that work? It is God who sees potencies be-
yond our own, but more importantly, it is God who can animate those
potencies in a way we can't. We are in fact, trapped in our own his-
tory. That is a certainty, a given of human existence, however ener-
getically we may wish to leap over the past, pretend that it did not
exist. The real transcending of my past is only possible in the light of
that great line from the first Letter of John: “If our heart condemn us,
God is greater than our heart”. And only God is greater than our
heart. To give us the vision that we are not pinioned by our past, that
we can go beyond that; that God can also give us the capacity to do
that: all that is entailed in forgiveness. And that is the possibility of a
new beginning, yet a beginning that is absolutely connected to what
has gone before. As such it is in the deepest and realest sense a new
beginning. And Mary is party to the illumination of this possibility
because of this terrific child that she raised.

0, 0, Y/
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They are truly invisible

2nd Sunday of Ordinary Times
Is. 49.3,5-6; 1 Cor. 1.1-3; Jn. 1.29-34

At first sight these three readings are not all that impressive.
They seem to be bits and pieces, little fragments of various books.
And it is certainly not clear why they would be put together for to-
day’s Mass. But | think that if we spend a little more time, something
does emerge which is common to all these three readings. Isaiah is
talking about his awareness of himself as having been sent by God, to
act for God. In the Psalm, as we said the response; “Here | am Lord, |
come to do your will”, we get the same kind of sense: before God | am
activated, | have a job now. And of course, Paul constantly refers to
himself as being sent by God from Christ. John the Baptist is sent
and he talks about Jesus who later on, in the same Gospel, will regu-
larly refer to himself as having been sent. So there is a theme joining
these texts.

The Latin word for sent is “missus”, from which we get the
word “mission”. That is what | want to talk about: this business of
being sent, of mission. When | was a little kid going through separate
school, we had a special chart on the bulletin board with images of
pagan babies on it. And we could ransom the pagan babies by bring-
ing in money. And there was a big contest to see how many pagan
babies any class could save from Africa, or New Guinea or some other
remote and unheard of place in the world. This was missionary activ-
ity: it was a kind of extra thing that you did. But if you read the
whole Bible, mission is not some something that these religious
people did but is something that they were. This is a whole different
thing that | hope to try to make sense of.

We read the Call of Moses, the Call of Abraham, the Call of all
the Prophets. They all understood themselves as called by God to go
do something. In other words, their religion ended outside them-
selves. “I am being sent to this one, or to this one or to all of these.”
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That opens up some very useful things to think about, because we
live in an age called the “Me Generation” or the “Ego Era’. What does
that mean? We are all extraordinarily conscious of ourselves as
selves, as disparate, self-enclosed units. How do | look? Do | have the
proper high regard for myself? Do | project the right image? Do | love
myself as | am supposed to love myself? The self is absolutely central.
It is so central to our thinking that we cannot imagine any other way
of operating in the world, - apart from that kind of consciousness. Are
people looking at me? How do | come across? We've got a whole
industry called public relations — advertising.— the purpose of which
is to create a self. And each of us is our own little PR agent. And all
this carries over to religion because religion basically becomes a
matter of how | am before God. Am | being a nice person? Am | doing
good things? Am | thinking the right thoughts? Am | being obedient
or am | virtuous enough? We have, in a very real way, a kind of self-
centered religion. And the roots of this are deep. We can see them,
for example, in the life of Martin Luther. Reading any of Luther’'s
stuff, you find that Luther was totally consumed with worrying about
himself before God. And so you get this religion that seems totally
self enclosed. Am | all right, God? Am | all right? Am | all right? And
if you contrast that with Isaiah, Paul, the Psalms, John the Baptist,
Jesus, they do not seam to have that as a centre of their conscious-
ness. Rather, they understand themselves as simply sent by God to
someone else, or to everyone else. It is a radically different way of
putting one’s life together. That is, to see God as wanting me to grow
up, to be the best self | can be, is radically different, from seeing
myself before God as becoming a self because | am being sent to
people. So not only am | on a mission, but | am a mission... So being a
missionary is not some thing that the Church can do as some extra
thing but that the Church is essentially mission. And that is indeed
what it is — beginning, middle and end. Of course, we don’t operate
that way.

Let me put it another way. The Church is supposed to be the
only institution on the face of the earth that does not exist for its own
sake. The University of Western Ontario exists for its own sake. The
Better Business Bureau exists for its own sake. The Bank of Mon-
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treal exists for its own sake. Everything exists for its own sake. The
Church, however, essentially is to exist for the sake of others, be-
cause the Church is essentially sent by God. But this notion can make
us nervous, because everybody has run across the people who think
they have a mission. My mission is to be the best Amway sales person
in the whole world. My mission is to get the highest LSAT grades in
the whole world. My mission is to be...well, fill in the blanks. We are
all made slightly nervous by people like that. Because having a mis-
sion usually means that | have all this stuff in my head that | want to
dump on everybody else’s head, so that they think just as | do, they
will want the same stuff as | do. They buy what | am selling whether
it is ideas or snake oil, or automobiles or shoes. And this kind of
missionary, of course, scares us. And there are, in fact, all kind of
religious maniacs running around telling us exactly what God wants
us to do, so that all we have to do is to follow these clear and distinct
ideas about how we are supposed to run our lives.

And we resist that, understandably. We should resist that,
because that is not the Biblical sense of mission at all. If you look at
the career of Jesus, He saw himself as sent by God to do what? To
listen to people. To hear people as they really are. That doesn’'t sound
like much does it? But how many places in our lives do we experience
instances wherein we feel that this other person really wants to hear
us, really wants us to be present to them. | don’t do that very well
and | do not find anybody else doing it particularly well either. But
that is what the mission is for. The mission is for the other. And
therefore the mission first of all means that we have to hear the
other. Let the other come into our consciousness. And here too, the
Church does not have a very good record. But if we go back to the
example of Jesus, what did Jesus do? Jesus precisely listened to all
those people to whom nobody else listened. The people whom nobody
else thought even existed. They were invisible, as well as inaudible.
There was nothing to hear, because they were not really there., and
so had nothing to say. But the genius of Jesus was precisely to let
people be, by listening to them. Above all, by hearing the poor be-
cause, then and now, these are the people to whom nobody listens.
They are truly invisible, inaudible. They do not exist for us. We do
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not hear, partly because we are so filled with this notion that we
must build this great self before God. This notion of the self is a real
decline from the sense of mission that we find throughout the Bible.

One of the great things the Pope has done is a suggestion he
made several years ago. )Unfortunately, almost none of the Bishops
or Cardinals, were at all interested in acting on it.) The Pope has said
that what we must do to initiate the third millennium is to make a
great act of repentance. Now, what has the Church to be sorrowful
about? How many millions of Indians in Latin America or the Carib-
bean have been destroyed by those good Catholics from Spain and
Portugal? How many black human beings were transported by those
good Christians, Dutch Danish, English slavers, who translated at
least 20 million people from Africa as so much merchandise? All
these, and more, the work of “good” Christian people. And of course
slavery was religiously justified because black were not real people.
Rather they were animals, savages. How many people’s lives were
destroyed by the Inquisition? “Because they do not think like us,
something is wrong with them and they need to be destroyed.” The
Crusades were likely one of the greatest catastrophes in the history
of Christianity. How many Christians were killed, murdered, slaugh-
tered by these good French, German and English knights because
they had darker skin or spoke a different language? And the Pope
says, in my context, all these people were invisible, and what we
must repent for is the fact that we did not listen. We did not hear
their own reality. And that, as | said, is what the Church is supposed
to be. It was sent by God to listen, to attend to the world. And finally,
let me repeat, does that sound like such a big deal? People take
courses in creative listening. “I think | hear you saying,” has become
a stock phrase in our highly psychologised world. We have the illu-
sion of listening all over the place. But to what effect? For what
purpose? To really let the other person emerge, or rather, to per-
suade them that | am really swell, that | am really good. How many
times in the course of your life have you really believed that someone
has really listened to you - really listened to you? And yet ,as | have
said, this is what the Scripture says we are to be all about. We are
sent to do that. The Church is sent to do that. Not just to preserve
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ourselves, not just to create all these boundaries so we can tell who is
in and who is out, who is good and who is bad, who is worth consider-
ing and who is not worth considering. Rather we ARE, to persuade
everybody, that the God who made us all, listens to all of us. And we
as people of God, the Church of God have that as our primary respon-
sibility., and it is only in fulfilling that responsibility that makes us
Church. The mission is not something extra. And all those pagan
babies - | do not know what happened to those pagan babies, But | do
know that it was a great substitute for the real effort.

/ Y/ 0,
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Criterion to judge ourselves

3 Sunday of Ordinary Times
Is. 9.1-4; Cor. 1.10-13, 17-18; Mt. 4.12-23.

The three readings today are a really mixed bag, in that there
seems to be very little connection between them. The Gospel of
Mathew quotes a passage from Isaiah, but it is a happenstancial
thing, not particularly significant, except in Mathew’s overall pro-
gram. So, it is a real challenge to try to figure out how these three
texts can be made to cohere in some way. But | would like to try to
use Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth as the entrée into the three
readings.

Corinth was a major seaport, a very sophisticated Greek city.
The Corinthian community that Paul founded there was an extremely
contentious and difficult group in many ways. You can see this when
you read the two letters to the church in Corinth, wherein Paul is
constantly clarifying, correcting, even reprimanding them. And their
basic and pervasive problem was that the members were forever
erecting some sort of superior/inferior status among themselves. It is
this, that exasperates Paul more than anything else in all of his let-
ters: the break down, the granulation of the community. More than
anything else, he complains about that. A particular issue in Corinth
is that, as Greeks, the Corinthians were convinced that if, you knew
something, you were thereby virtuous. Knowledge is virtue. To un-
derstand is to be good — automatically. They believed that under-
standing something made you tantamount to being in possession of
that which you understood, and therefore turned you into a really
decent human being. Well, Paul rejected that on two grounds.

First of all, we need to look at this notion of wisdom in the
Greco-Roman world. There and then, wisdom was always purveyed
by people who were skilled speakers. That was a big deal in the
ancient world: to speak grandly, to be a good orator. So there were
rhetoricians running around, swaying people with their skill in the
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use of language. So Paul was upset with the following: if people were
being persuaded by the quality of a speaker’s rhetorical skill, the
guestion becomes: to what are people being converted ? To the power
of someone’s rhetoric? The beauty of someone’s speech? That is the
first problem.

But the second problem is even more acute. If you think that
what you learn by listening to one of these great speakers is going to
save you, humanize you, “then the cross of Christ is emptied of its
power. For Christ did not send me to baptize you but to proclaim the
Gospel and not with eloquent wisdom so that the Cross of Christ
might not be emptied of his power”.

So what is this Cross of Christ business all about? First of all,
it’s not equivalent to wisdom, which is located just from the eyebrows
up. The cross is either situated in the fullness of one’s human exist-
ence., or it is no place. The cross is an existential, not merely a theo-
retical or cerebral reality. And it is this mislocation of the cross
which enormously agitated Paul. And if you read the whole first
chapter of this letter to the Corinthians, you find Paul redefining this
notions of foolishness and wisdom. He will say that the cross is the
foolishness of God which is greater than human wisdom. So what is
there about the cross that is so crucial? Well, it is a very complex
thing and | think that much of what goes by the name of Christian
preaching does not do justice to it. Often enough, the cross is made
to look like some kind of magical thing: so Jesus died on the cross for
us and it is over and done with. We don’t have to think about this
business any more. That is inadequate. What does it mean to say that
Jesus died on the cross? Why did Jesus die on the cross? That is the
issue.

Jesus died because of his own integrity, his own honesty.
Jesus was killed for what he believed and what he said and lived, and
what he upheld even under the threat of death. And what is that?
That Caesar is not the king of the world, nor is Pharisaic Judaism the
means to salvation, because many of the Jews had developed these
exclusive tendencies themselves. But what God really wants of the
Jews is to be the light of revelation to the Gentiles - the agency of
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salvation for everybody. Just as | said regarding the church last
week, the Jews were supposed to be the great religion that was not
in business for its own sake. Judaism, and Christianity which is
rooted in Judaism, has the same form. They are not supposed to exist
for our own sake, but for the sake of the world. We are supposed to
de-tribalize the world. And that effort gets people into trouble, just
as it surely did in the case of Jesus.

Let me give you as an little example of this problem, some-
thing that is going on right now in the northern part of Mexico in a
diocese called Chiapas. In this diocese is a large indigenous popula-
tion who have been simply bypassed by everything that is going on
elsewhere in the country. They are nonentities. Literally, they are
nonentities. They are extraordinarily impoverished, they do not
account for anything except for their utility as a cheap source of
labour. The outsiders can say to themselves, “we can build the wealth
of a nation on the backs of these people without even noticing where
our wealth is founded.” Chiapas is fortunate in having a Bishop who
regularly espouses the cause of the Indians. As a result of his advo-
cacy, he has received numerous death threats. We know already that
there are all kinds of people in South Central and Latin America who
have been killed for standing with the poor. The Jesuit and their
housekeepers in El Salvador; those nuns raped and murdered there;
Oscar Romero; the Guatemalan Bishop who was murdered last year.
So there are all kinds of precedents. The apostolic delegate, together
with a number of the Bishops in Mexico, want the Bishop of Chiapas
removed — he is obviously a Communist. Espouse the cause of the
poor and you are obviously a Communist, or worse. So what do we
see going on there? We see something that goes on all too often and
all too unhappily in the history of this church — that money talks.
Money talks in the Vatican, money talks in the church at large, too.
And conversely of course, the poor who do not have a voice are silent,
are inaudible, and therefore do not exist. A very important person is
in Mexico right now, it is the Bishop of Rome. What is he going to do
with the Bishop of Chiapas? What is he going to do with the apostolic
delegate? How is he going to respond to all of the Bishops in Mexico?
| have only heard one report about the Pope’s first speech there: it
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was about anti-abortion and, in vague and general terms, about social
justice. Here is a real situation that seems pretty clear. |Is the church
going to be the light of revelation to the Gentiles, and above all, to
the poor? But if it is not that, and at its highest official level, then we
have betrayed Jesus. We are not, then, the New Israel that Jesus was
hoping to create by picking twelve apostles. (Why twelve apostles?
The old Israel was founded by the twelve tribes founded by the son of
Jacob.) This New Israel was to do what the old Israel had not done —
to be open to everybody. Well, at least one of the multiple values of
these readings is that it will give us some sort of criterion to judge
ourselves and the church, which of course is enormously important.
Are we faithful to this man who was put to death because he bugged

all of the big wigs by taking the part of the people who were ignored.
We shall see.

/ 7 0,
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The need to correctly identify the meaning and locale of “Mys-
tery”

5% Sunday of Ordinary Times
Is. 58.6-10; 1 Cor. 2.1-5; M1.5. 13-16

A couple of weeks ago an interesting suggestion came out of
the congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, the Chief Doctrinal
bureau in the Vatican. Its prefect, Joseph Ratzinger suggested, even
more, urged a return to Mass being celebrated in Latin rather than in
the language of the people. What a startling proposal, | thought. If
you go back to the times of the second Vatican Council, when the
vernacular was introduced into the Liturgy and to look at that his-
tory, it is very interesting. It was the first thing that all the bishops
of world got together and decided it needed to change in the Church,
because as you know Vatican Il was a reform Council. That was what
John the 23rd said in his introductory talk: that the Church needed
to be updated. So, they took to the heart of the Christian thing, the
celebration of the Eucharist, and they changed it into English. It was
in the experience of most Catholics, an enormously liberating experi-
ence. That is, for the first time the Mass seemed to be not just the
province of the priest, who was always facing the wall, never the
people, and speaking in a language, usually mumbled, which nobody
could understand. Now we have the priest facing everybody. And in
the experience of most people, the church was in a sense given back
to us. That sense of belonging to the Church was doing what the
Vatican Council, above all in its document on the Church, said: that
we are not some kind of great pyramidal, hierarchical structure
primarily but we are, first of all, the people of God. And the simple
shift like moving from Latin to Spanish or Chinese or German, was
an enormously significant moment in the life of the Church. And so,
you have to think seriously when a man in Cardinal Ratzinger’s
position, makes his proposal. So you look at his reasons, and his
reasons were very simple. They refer to that he has been talking
about for the past several years: that we need to go back to some
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sense of mystery. Mystery is a Greek word that means “hidden”. If
you want to talk about the meaning of the text being hidden either by
priests mumbling or being in a foreign language, then you could say,
yes that is mysterious. But | don’t think that’s the sense of mystery
that Paul talked about in this passage to the Corinthians. Mystery is
not just something obscure or puzzling or spooky. Mystery, in the
biblical use, has a long and hallowed tradition. So | thought that it
might be useful to talk about what mystery means in the biblical
sense, as opposed to what seems to be in the mind of Cardinal
Ratzinger when he made that proposal.

Paul talks about proclaiming the mystery, and not doing it in
lofty words or plausible words of wisdom. In other words, Paul pro-
claims Jesus, who was crucified and raised by God from the dead, and
by this proclamation, attempts to convince people. But the salient
point is that Paul made his proclamation, and tried to convince peo-
ple, in a way that was radically different from the way people were
normally convinced. Convincing was usually done by smooth talkers,
rhetoricians, people who practiced the art of persuasion, using el-
egant language. If we wanted to convince people we would probably
hire a big PR firm, or we would take ads out on TV, and hire some
psychologist. We would poll people and have focus groups and see
what turned people on. And then we would pitch everything pre-
cisely toward that. That is what normally impresses us, what nor-
mally influences us and determines our response to things. But Paul
reversed the whole process. None of that glitz and showmanship. And
we know that, at the same time, there were people from head quar-
ters, Jerusalem, doing miracles and carrying letters of approbation
and credentials from Peter and James and John and preaching in
wonderful smooth and elegant language. But Paul said; No folks | am
just here, and not as a particularly prepossessing human being, cer-
tainly with no great oratorical skills, doing what? Testifying by my
life to the reality of this man and His vision of human life. It was not
that Paul saw Jesus as Divine...that came much later in Christian
history. But he certainly saw Jesus as God’'s absolutely privileged
and primary agent, trying, and succeeding in living a life that was
faithful to God. Paul said: and here | am, with no pretence, no bra-
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vado, no big bells and whistles, just me, being who | am, with my life
in the process of being transformed into the image of this man that |
am preaching. That is what he means when he says that | did not
come with plausible words of wisdom but with a demonstration of the
spirit and the power. Power of what? Of a man who simply stood
there, unpretentiously telling the truth. That is the power of the
spirit. Now, | suggest that this is a highly mysterious way of going
about things. Just being there, flat out, with people, for people, tell-
ing the truth. He was not there to con anybody. And | put it to you,
that given the way | normally work, given the way my world normally
works, that Paul’s method an extraordinarily different and, above all,
mysterious kind of process. It obviously worked with the

Corinthians. And | don’t think that it is too far-fetched to apply all
this to our own experience. | hope we are able to distinguish people
who come with their brass band and their big self trumpeting to
promote themselves or some cause, from people who simply tell the
truth and who are really present to me, for me.

But the sense of mystery is much larger than that. Now we can
go to this extraordinary passage from Isaiah. “Loose the bonds of
injustice, undo the thongs, let the oppressed go, break every yoke,
share your bread with the hungry, bring the homeless poor into your
house, cover the naked”. Well OK, lets look at that a little more. Is
Isaiah some kind of social worker before his time? Or was he talking
about needing a big social program, or promoting social amelioration?
Or did Isaiah have these big principles that he wanted to enunciate
and that are embodied in all this kind of stuff? Or, is it as we so often
take it, was is a matter of Isaiah making himself feel good by doing
good? (The great human theme: it is nice to be nice because then
other people will like me if | am nice.) Isaiah’s word can be under-
stood in any of these ways. But that is not what Isaiah is talking
about. So why does Isaiah talk about all this stuff? Because he is
interested in social justice, as some kind of big abstract program? No.
Rather, because he believes in this God who favours everybody, above
all, the people whom nobody favours. Because he believes in the God
of the Exodus who said to Moses; “I have seen the oppression of my
people and | have come to do something about it”. Because he be-
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lieves in this mysterious other whom we call God, and who was un-
like any other God in Isaiah’s own world. It is a God who says that “I
am, for the sake of everybody.” | put it to you that this God, and
Isaiah’s response to this God, is the heart of mystery. Because let’s
face it folks, life doesn’t work that way. Isaiah directs us. | mean,
most of us survive, nourished by being able to oppress somebody else
in one way or another. That sounds very harsh, but when | introspect,
it is certainly not far from the truth. | have to know more, | have to
be more powerful, | have to have more of something. And that that
having more always involves somebody else, the other, having less...
of whatever. Meanwhile, here is Isaiah saying No to all that, because
God is this God that he knows to be truly on the side of everybody,
indiscriminately. Now that is mystery. Isaiah is not saying what he
says because he is getting paid by some politician, or some social
agency, or, because he has some sweet idea in his own head, but
because he believed that that is what life is to be because the Lord of
the universe is on the side of the forgotten others. That is mystery.
That is mysterious because this is so alien to the way the world really
wags on and the way that at least | operate my life.

And that can move us to the Gospel, to this passage that al-
ways made me feel kind of queasy when | read it. “you are the salt of
the earth, you are the light of the world”. On one hand, my Christian
training said: no, you are supposed to bad mouth yourself because
that is the apogee of virtue: to say that | am no good. That is sup-
posed to be humility. And it's worse for us Canadians, who believe
that any kind of self-promotion is terribly bad form, and that, as soon
we hear someone extolling our virtue,, we say “oh you must have
somebody else in mind. That can’t be us, we are not the salt of the
earth.” Because most of us are embarrassed about the thought of
blowing our own horns in this way, or so it would seem. But think
about being able to walk consciously through the world in which this
God in whom we believe, is active in the world, and who is transform-
ing this world. And imagine living out of that belief and saying that
that is the thing that really illumines the world: it is | and this God
working together, not for any virtue of mine, but because this God
works with all of us. To really believe means that | can truly say “I
am the salt of the earth and the light of the world”, and say that in a
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non-self-conscious, non-self-aggrandizing fashion. | would like to
suggest that that is another aspect of the mystery as well. And it is
only because we are so accustomed to being defrauded or propagan-
dized, or because we know our own double mindedness that so often
we find ourselves doing the right thing for the wrong reason.

Mystery pervades the life of faith, but the heart of the mystery
is this mysterious Other Whom we call God. And when that mysteri-
ous Other becomes the heart of my own thinking, feeling, desiring,
living, then | become, mysteriously, the light of the world.

Now to go back to Cardinal Ratzinger. There is a problem
when we turn Liturgy into English. All kinds of trashy stuff can
happen. What happened musically, for instance, was the worst thing.
Anybody who could play two chords on a guitar suddenly became the
Mozart of the Catholic Liturgical scene. And we have all this new
music, much of it infantile, rubbishy noise. And we are just recover-
ing from all that. But that did not remove mystery from the Liturgy,
it merely tawdrified it. Maybe that is what Ratzinger is talking about.
| don’t know. But there is a real question that he raises; how does one
enflesh mystery in its genuine meaning? How does one give cultural
shape to the mystery of God and life of faith? The only paradigm we
have is Jesus. Namely that, in this human being, the unqualified
generosity of God did become accessible; take flesh. But notice how
that works. The very fact that this man should exist among us, walk
on our earth, breathe our air, yet live as He did: how did he do it?
That is mystery.

And all the other stuff about the language in which the Liturgy
is celebrated, or the music that we use, these are fairly peripheral
issues. What is crucial is that we do not lose our bearings. That we
know the real locale of the mysterious in our lives and in our faith
and then seek to give that flesh and some kind of visibility that is
consonant with the nature of the mystery that we say we believe in.
That is a problem. Returning to Latin.... | have my doubts that that’'s
going to bring off that project.

0, 7 0,
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My own mediocrity as a Christian

2" Sunday of L ent
Is. 49.3, 5-6; 1 Cor. 1.1-3; Jn. 1.29-34.

Lent always begins with the temptation narratives from one of
the three synoptic Gospels. And it is always followed, in the second
Sunday by the transfiguration scene. Today we have Mathew’s ver-
sion of it. The point is that the transfiguration points to what we are
supposed to become, and what we look forward to at Easter. So this
falls very neatly in line with what | propose as a general theme for
Lent. It is this notion that is so prominent and forceful in the early
Church: that the Christian life is the process of illumination, enlight-
enment. Another aspect of that is clarification, and that is what the
transfiguration theme is all about. Here it is really important to
recall that the Gospels of Mathew Luke and Mark did not believe
that Jesus was the second person of the Holy Trinity. These guys did
not believe that Jesus was divine at the time that they wrote. That
clarification of belief in this man Jesus developed over centuries as a
matter of fact. And that makes a huge difference, | propose, in the
way we understand this text.

First of all, a technical note: the transfiguration is probably a
throwing back onto the life of Jesus, an Easter experience of Jesus.
Even having said that , we cannot say that this is God doing God’s
business and we are just interested as spectators. No, that is not
what is going on here at all. We have in the baptismal narrative the
same statement “this is my son, the beloved”. To be called the son of
God was a normal Jewish mode of speech. Any good faithful Jew was
the son of God (as this was a patriarchal society, they didn't say
daughter of God). So we are not talking about God pointing his finger
and saying: “ this is the second person of the trinity, so now behave
yourselves and pay attention to him.” Rather, we have in Mathew’s
reading , God saying: this man is what | meant the human being to be
when | created them in the first place. All human beings are my
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children , but this is my especially beloved son, because you will see
in the course of his life, he is absolutely faithful to Me.” And in that
fidelity Jesus spelled out the very meaning of what it was to be a
human being.

There is even an echo of all this when the letter to Timothy
says “Jesus brought life to light”. What does that mean He brought
life to light? That He clarified the meaning of human existence: what
it meant to be alive as a human being is present in this man Jesus.

And it is played out in the first reading too, with the call of
Abraham. Abraham is told that, through him, all the families of the
earth would be blessed , because out of his progeny would come the
person who is going to show the world what it is to be truly human ,.
That means that this person is going to embrace everybody.

Everybody has heard all this a number of times. But | would
like to make a suggestion, that struck me this week, as | considered
my own mediocrity as a Christian. It is so easy to live with this no-
tion of Jesus in some remote part of my consciousness, and to pay
absolutely or virtually no attention to Him at all. It terrifies me about
myself. Oh yes, | believe in Jesus. Jesus is my Saviour. And then |
simply carry on business as usual. Even the whole history of the
Church can be read as a co-optation of the figure of Jesus, or the
tailoring of the figure of Jesus to the shape of self-serving human
desires. We are told that Jesus wants to save me from the ravages of
inflation. Jesus wants Notre Dame to win ball games. No. What is
stark and striking and not a little terrifying from these readings is
that: this is what it is like to be a human being, if you are serious
about living a human life. You cannot temporize, you cannot live in
this bifurcated world - to have Jesus up here and the standard oper-
ating procedures down here.

The whole purpose of Lent is to clarify that bifurcation in us.
First of all, to look at this man, to be puzzled by this man. There is a
wonderful book called Jesus the Stranger. And until Jesus is really
strange to us, is a source of puzzlement, wonderment, amazement,
confusion, as well as worship and hope, and love we do not have a
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real vision of Him. “This is my son, with whom | am well pleased,
listen to Him.” Maybe the pivotal word in all that | have said, cer-
tainly for myself, is mediocrity. We are so willing to adjust Jesus to
the way we think life ought to go, whereas, if we take Jesus seri-
ously, there is a ferocity in this figure. There is a line in the Gospel of
Thomas: “he who is near me is near the fire”. And Luke will have
Jesus saying: “1 come not to bring peace on earth but the sword.” “I
come to spread fire upon the earth”. We are supposed to be uncom-
fortable. And it should go without saying that being uncomfortable
does not mean that | don’'t agree with the Pope on birth control. That
is not the kind of discomfort | am talking about. (Eighty-seven per-
cent of the Catholic Church does not believe that the Pope is right on
birth control. So that doesn’t get us anywhere.) This is something
larger and deeper. A shaking of foundations — | think that that is a
Kirkegaardian phrase, is it not? That is what Jesus is supposed to do
for us. We are then to clarify where Jesus is absent in our lives, a
clarification that only comes by diligently seeking who this person
really is. Only if we seek who he really is can we even begin to talk
about his absence. Otherwise we just say, “oh, good old Jesus, some-
body up there likes me, my buddy Jesus.” No, it will not wash. And
Lent is this wonderful time for us to reassess who we are, where we
are, and whether we really want to be illuminated by this man.
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The illumination of who | am

39 Sunday of Lent
Exod. 17.3-7; Rom. 5.1-2, 5-8; Jn. 4.5-42

There are a couple of preliminary comments that | think are
really essential to getting a hold on the readings today. This massive
reading from John particularly needs some kind of context. The
Gospel of John was probably the last one that made it into the New
Testament. We do not know who wrote it, but we do know that it was
written by a group of people who grew up in a Jesus tradition which
developed apart from the groups who knew the Gospels of Mathew,
Mark and Luke. The johannine folks are really a strange group of
people. In fact, a lot of people outside that group didn’t think that the
Gospel of John should really be in the Bible until about the 2nd cen-
tury. Why? Because its depiction of Jesus is so odd, so weird. Jesus in
the Gospel of John does not look at all like the Jesus of the earlier
Gospels. So clearly, what has happened is that these johannine peo-
ple have, out of their own frame of mind, thought long and deeply
about this man and have reconstructed his life very much out of that
thought-world. Now, that is true of all the Gospels, but particularly
so of John. The historic Jesus would never have gone around saying:
“l am the Bread of Life”; or “I am the living water”. In other words,
what we are seeing is that these people are appropriating their
understanding of who this man really was in their lives, and then
projecting that onto the figure that is written about in this text. That
is really important to know.

The second thing that is important relates to the culture.
Samaria was the middle range of Palestine. Galilee was on top and
Judea was on the bottom. Samaritans were considered half-breed
Jews. They had their own temple, their own mountain where they
worshipped. (That is why the matter of who worships where comes
into the conversation.) Semitic men never talked to women in public,
much less a woman who had a really bad reputation in town. Our
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present text is a very dense one, and the authors of Gospel of John
call to us over and over: “Don’t stay on the surfaces of life, or of this
depiction of Jesus, but rather look further”.

The Gospel of John is a particularly apt Gospel for what | am
proposing this Lent: that the whole business of growing in a Chris-
tian life is a process of illumination. The Gospel of John quite explic-
itly depicts Jesus as the Great Illuminator, more typically called The
Revealer. So we have, time after time conversations , with
Nicodemus, with this lady, with this man that Jesus cured of blind-
ness, who kind of know who he is, but really don’t. This woman
thinks she knows what is going on when Jesus says: “1 will give you
living water”. She says: “That is great, because | don’t want to come
down here in the heat of the day and have people mock me. | would
love to have a tap in my home so that | would not have to come down
here an expose myself to people and go to all this trouble”. What the
author is saying is that this is what a lot of people want from religion.
They want God to be a kind of convenience store; who will precisely
fit my program. Over and over John’s Gospel points out that danger
that we can readily miss the point of Jesus’ words. And what Jesus is
saying is that something is going to be disruptive in this woman’s life.
He is not going to make her comfortable. To the extent that she
comes to know who Jesus is, her life is going to be upended. She goes
back and tells her townsfolk about her encounter with Jesus. Now, a
woman in the Semitic world would never go back and tell a bunch of
men: “this is what is going on, this is the truth”. Even here you see
her caution: “could this be the Messiah?” She puts it as a question.

But, she clearly understands herself differently in the light of
this Man’s self-revelation. “In knowing Him, | also know who | am. |
can come to terms with who | am.” So the illumination that Jesus
provides is not just illumination of who He is and who God is and
what God is doing through Jesus. But it results in the illumination of
ourselves. The phenomenon is very simple. To see this, we need only
to ask: what enables people to come to know who they really are?
And why are so many of us, so much of the time, so out of touch with
who we really are? | think the answer lies in the fact that we don't
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trust each other, we don’t entrust ourselves to each other, because
that would somehow make us vulnerable. But, in the case of Jesus,
things were not this way. | mean that, the historic Jesus seems to
have been this kind of character who gave people space to be. He was
someone to whom they could entrust themselves. Now trust ,of
course, also means that | know that | am trusted by this other one.
Trust is essentially mutual. In light of someone trusting me then |
can be who | am, | can discover who | am. And therefore | can, at the
same time, entrust my real self to that other one. And this is what
illumination looks like from these readings today.

There is a small footnote. Would that the Church were a place
where people felt trusted. Would that the Church were a place where
people could totally entrust themselves. We don’t do badly here: we
who meet here every Sunday. But if there is anything Godly about us
and our gathering here, it is that we can be brought to entrust our-
selves to God because we feel that we are trusted by God. And there-
fore we can come to see who we really are. And we don’'t see who we
really are most of time, because we live in an alien and alienating
world, a world to which we cannot entrust ourselves. It is not easily
done. As | said Jesus disrupts this lady’s life. She cannot carry on as
usual. Jesus is essentially disruptive figure in her life as the Gospel
of John puts it. And this is why we need Lent, precisely to deal with
that disruption, with that disturbing and strange man.

Finally, to pick up this thing from Romans. Jesus didn’t go
around saying | am going to die for everybody, | am going to die for
sinners. The historic Jesus almost certainly never said anything like
that. But here, amazingly, within 20 years after his death, we have
Paul saying it to the people in Rome: God proves his love for us,
because, while we were still sinners Christ died for us. Where did
Paul get an idea like that? He was speaking out of the regular Chris-
tian consciousness of this man whose life was illuminating, and
whose death was a consequence of that disturbing yet illuminating
life. So | now can say that Jesus died for me because | believe that
this man is what being a human is all about. That is why | can look at
his life and look at his death and appropriate that life and that death,
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and say Jesus really did die for me. But notice: it is not automatic, as
if there were a kind of divine salvation faucet in the sky, which God
just turns it on and saving grace falls on me. No, that is not the way it
works. Rather for me to claim that Jesus died for me is me, taking
responsibility for my life, choosing to be human as Jesus was. And
therefore | grab on to that man, and say that this man’s life is salvific
for me. But it is | who am doing it., and no one can do this for me.
There is nothing automatic in this process.

Finally, this pauline text is Lenten too. So much of our life is
lived for us, | think, or, so much of our life is lived on automatic pilot:
| have my job, | have my email, and on and on.... To the extent that we
are defined by all of those peripheral things, we do not have a life. It
is only when we begin to look at this man and try to understand how
he operated that | can begin to take hold of my own existence. And
that is why we are here today with each other, trying to do it to-
gether.

/ 0, 0,
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| discover | don’t see very well

4th Sunday of L ent
Sam. 16. 1b, 6-7, 10-13; Eph. 5.8-14; Jn. 9.1-41.

This passage from the letter to the Ephesians contains what
scholars believe is one of the oldest Christian statements around,
namely: “sleeper awake, rise from the dead and Christ will shine on
you.” This notion of illumination or enlightenment took hold early on
in this Jesus movement and it is embodied in that text. The Letter to
the Ephesians was probably written around 60 and this notion of
Jesus as illumining me, is already part of the tradition. And we can
see from the three readings today, that the people who picked them
clearly had this notion of light and enlightenment in mind. Right
before it, in the 9th chapter in the Gospel of John and in the longer
version of the passage, John has Jesus saying: “l am the light of the
world”. And then Jesus cures this blind man. There is a virtual cer-
tainty that the historical Jesus never said anything like “1 am the
light of the world”. And that is not just a little pedantic bit of trivia.
The reason we have that line in the Gospel of John is because this is
exactly the way that those people who encountered the Jesus move-
ment felt about Jesus: this man really does enlighten me. This man
really does show me what is real. | would like to propose that, from
this scene of the healing of the blind man, one of the things that is
illumined, is just how blind | am. Strangely enough, in this paradoxi-
cal way, the illumination that Christ provides is to enable me to see
that | don’t see. And that truly is illumination. We have an adumbra-
tion of this matter, in this famous passage about David and his beefy
brothers. We get this pipsqueak David, the youngest, chosen as the
second King of Israel. And the writer gives us the line that God sees
differently than we see. The world looks different to God then it does
to us. And as | said, it is in trying to come to seek God more ear-
nestly, that | discover | don't see very well.
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What don’t | see? | don’t see the need for repentance, really. |
mean, we all make mistakes don’t we? | had dysfunctional parents
like everybody else. So | am obviously a bit screwed up. Since | am,
what is there to repent for? Regret, maybe, that | didn’'t get the right
genetic endowment. But repentance? That seems a bit excessive. And
this is what | normally believe. | have a very hard time with this
notion of repentance, although the texts say it over and over again.
Recall this near hysterical line that we just sang: “have mercy on us
for we are sinners before you”. Oh really? | don’t think that is a bone
deep conviction for me. | think that there is a kind of obtuseness in
me, so that, when | look around, 1 find | am neither much better nor
much worse than anyone else. So what is the problem? Thus, one of
the things that comes out Jesus' illumination is that | see that | really
do not see. This is the beginning of a new vision.

To illustrate what else don’t see, let me give you another
example. Recently | was talking to a native person, a student here.
They were telling me their background: ghastly. Alcohol has driven
people crazy. There is suicide, murder, abuse. And of course, Indians
did not invent alcohol. When that person left my office | thought: My
God, how blind am | to what is really going on in the lives of all kinds
of people. And | am part of a society that engendered this kind of
social chaos. But do | see that? And the answer is, no, | don’t. So |
walk around in this great funk for the rest of the day. No, | don’t see
that. 1 don’'t see myself as brother to the marginalized and dispos-
sessed in this world. I've got my agenda, I’'ve got stuff to do. | have a
position to maintain and in the doing of that, | don’t have time even
to see whether | see.

And that is why these readings are so important. And that is
why trying to pray is so important, as it brings me again to the sense
that | really don’t see very much. And yet, what is Jesus about, as the
light of the world? Opening us, not just to see ourselves, but to see
ourselves precisely in the world, with the world.
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So there is a puzzlement. And push it a little further and you
ask, “ What is the big obstacle here?” | think part of it is an inner
resistance, because usually when someone comes up to me and says:
“Trojcak don't you see”? | see that underlining that question is some
kind of accusation of my ineptitude or deficiency. Beyond that, there
is the fear that seeing the way this person is suggesting, is going to
be paralyzing to me. And even if | did see | couldn’'t do. Such is the
way that we operate with each other much of the time. The prospect
of seeing more, simply overwhelms me. So | don’t want to see and |
don’t want to be the object of somebody else’s obloquy. And | certainly
don’'t want to fit into a world, the difficulties within which are simply
too much for me.

We talk about compassion fatigue. | love that phrase, “compas-
sion fatigue”. For a Christian, it ought to be as oxymoronic as breath-
ing fatigue, or heart beat fatigue. But it is not. So how can we even
want to see more without being terrified at the prospect. If it is God
who wants us to see, if it is Jesus who is the light of the world, then a
whole bunch of things fall together. Then | don’t have to function
under what | have come to know as the Atlas complex: that the world
is solely on my shoulders; it is there for me to ameliorate, under my
own steam. No, the world is still God’'s. | am still in the world that is
God’'s world, and my job is to cooperate with God in humanizing this
world. But Jesus finally helps me see what God, in her mercy and
tenderness, and warmth, will somehow enable me to do.

0 Y/ 7
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To act. To respond.

5th Sunday of L ent
Ezek. 37.12-14; Rom. 8.8-11; Jn. 11.1-45

We are getting closer to Passion-tide and Easter and this is
reflected in the three readings today, where they are talking, in very
different ways, about life out of death. And I'd like to put all this,
especially the passage from John, (where they had Jesus say, “I am
the Resurrection and the life.”) into the context of illumination. What
the johannine Jesus declares here, implies, of course, that there is a
part of us that is dead. Dead, in the way that Paul talks about being
dead, when he talks about living in the flesh. To live in the flesh is to
live in such a way that you are simply obtuse to God’'s own reality and
power to change us, and he refers to that power, in a typically Jewish
way, as the Spirit of God. The Spirit of God dwells in you, the Spirit
who animates, who makes alive. To live in this Spirit, then, means
that you're really alive, humanly alive as God intended you to be
alive. So we get another chance, with two more weeks of Lent to
think about this business of illumination and to try to see in our own
lives where we are dead.

We are dead because we are too busy, speaking for myself, and
therefore unaware of the world, really. Or we have some kind of
tunnel vision with regard to the world, seeing only those things
which engage me and my agenda at this moment. We are dead to
events. We are dead to great ranges of reality. We are largely dead to
other people, | think. And so, when John has Jesus saying, “I am the
Resurrection and the life”, he’s giving us a kind of investigative de-
vice whereby we can look at ourselves, ask that question, - which is
not asked or even raised anyplace else - Where am | dead? Where am
| obtuse? Where am | unaware? Insensitive? Unresponsive to the
world? Because | can’t respond to something or someone invisible to
me, and whose invisibility | don’t even acknowledge.
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All these questions, of course, open a Pandora’'s box. How
many of us have lived long enough to be able to look back and think:
If only....If only... If only | had known. If only | had seen. If only | had
reacted.

Life is extraordinarily dense and complicated. As William
James’ wonderful phrase has it, it is “That buzzing, booming confu-
sion.” It’s too much. Too much is there. Too much goes on. We have to
tame it. We have to, literally, domesticate it. We have to make a
home in this great, bewildering chaos which is all the reality that
surrounds us, in which we are immersed. We have to. Otherwise we
can't live. That's what the parents with all the babies in this room
have to do. They have to somehow persuade these babies that the
world is safe for them, that they’'re not going to be overwhelmed by it.
This means that we must reduce the world to manageable propor-
tions, and in so doing, simple eliminate great sections of it. But then,
what does growing up mean? It ought to mean a retrieving of the
fullness of the world, an enlargement of my capacity for reality. But,
for me, unfortunately, it means that most of the time | remain in this
infantile state, living in this domesticated world that is tailored to
only my own needs, my own appetites or interests , | come to live in a
state of willed unawareness.

And that’s why | suggest that using Jesus' life as a heuristic
device, is so important. To do this, is to be able to look back at my
life, not with regret, so much as with some greater insight as to what
| have missed, where | have been dead, where | have been insensi-
tive, where | have reduced the world far too much...a reduction which
is a function of my need for narrowness and exclusion. The narrow-
ness is understandable as | said. If we were to breach every bound-
ary, we would likely fall apart. We would leak out all over the world.
We would leak out of ourselves whereby there would be nothing left
of us. But to grow in Christ is to receive the Spirit of God, as Paul
says. It is to become like Jesus who seemed in an uncanny way to be
alive to everything that was going on around him. He responded,
above all, to those realities that are most easily, because most con-
veniently, missed: sick people, weird people, left out and ignored
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people: the poor and the powerless. So, again, as one writer put it,
the Gospel is always good news, bad news, good news. Good news in
that it offers us all kinds of possibilities. Bad news when we start
looking to see how we have failed to realize those possibilities in our
own lives: how meager, how narrow, how small we have made the
world. Then, ultimately, good news again, because we believe in the
Spirit of God who will open our eyes, our ears, our hearts, not just to
see and to hear, but to act. To act. To respond. So that at our deaths,
we will not be buried with a large crowd of “What ifs”,. Rather, we
will be able to thank God for God’'s patience with us, God , Who is
willing to bring us beyond that narrowness. God, Who desires to
show us the world is larger than we want it to be. Again, thisisin
contrast to the way | normally construct the world. | typically don’t
want it to be very big, because, | am so busy, doing so much, working
so anxiously to make and live in a world which is my substitute for
the real world that God wants me to see, inhabit, respond to. But,
this process, this expansion of the world: that’s life from death. Jesus,
the Resurrection, is illuminating us, promising, with this reading
from John, to bring us, perhaps kicking and screaming, to a larger but
more real and richer role by far. And this is, of course, to bring us to
ourselves, to each other and to God.
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The shape of our exile from ourselves

Palm Sunday
Mt. 21.1-11 I s. 50.4-7; Phil. 2.6-11; Mt. 26.14-27.66

It seems reasonably clear that Matthew, as a good Jew, would
have known this text from Zechariah, about the Messiah coming into
Jerusalem, on a donkey. And Matthew was clearly depicting Jesus
fulfilling the messianic role. But, what | want to concentrate on, is
this matter of the donkey, because it is crucial to the story. But,
first, a caution. At least in the Church that | grew up in, much of our
understanding of this week was drastically distorted. Because, | was
taught that all these texts that we’'ve read, Matthew, the Philippians,
Isaiah, were supposed to be representing Jesus as divine. That’s not
the case. The Church did not absolutely and unambiguously decide on
the divinity of Jesus for 300 years after this. And if it was so clear
that Jesus was divine they would not have had 300 years of argument
and struggling over this. So, we need to see that the biblical texts are
talking about a human being. If we don’t understand Holy as a genu-
inely human drama, then it’s just something taking place over our
heads, which we may be more or less interested spectators at, but
which really does not touch us.

It is very likely, according to a number of scholars, that Jesus
really did think that he was the Messiah. But, what does that mean?
It certainly does not mean that Jesus would thereby understand
himself as a divine person. Even the title “son of God” did not mean,
among the Jews, “divine person”. It simply means a good Jew. Any-
body who is really faithful to God is a “son of God” or a “daughter of
God”. The Messiah was just a human being whom God chose, to effect
what God intended, such as enabling people to beat swords into
plough shares, spears into pruning hooks. By the power of God, the
Messiah was to so transform the world, that lions and lambs would
lie down together and that the poor would receive justice.
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About the text from Zechariah, with the Messiah entering
Jerusalem on a donkey, two things are important. First of all, the
return of the Messiah was to clarify the fact that Israel, was in exile,
that they were separated from God and therefore separated from
themselves and from each other. The Messiah was to somehow bring
Israel back from exile, to restore them to God, themselves and each
other. This is the gist of the ninth chapter of Zechariah. But the
Messiah is going to do this, not by using the normal means whereby
human beings accomplish things, namely, by violating each other in
one way or another, however subtly. For this is, de facto, the way by
which | get things done: by threat, by menacing in all kinds of subtle,
even imperceptible ways, by promising to give or threatening to
withhold. I'm speaking of the multiple forms, large and small, overt
or disguised, in which | violate and oppress others.

The Messiah, according to Zechariah, was not to come into
Jerusalem in the predictable way, namely on a horse. The horse, in
the ancient Mediterranean world, was usually a warhorse, a weapon,
an instrument of battle, of violence. Rather the Messiah, was to come
in an altogether different way. He was to arrive, riding on a donkey,
which a radically innocuous animal, used for domestic work So, Isra-
el’s exile and Israel’s distancing from God was not to be overcome by
some kind of violence. It was to be overcome in this absolutely non-
violent way.

Now Paul quotes this hymn in the Philippians, about Jesus
being in the form of God , which simply means, being human, (The
whole of this hymn was created with constant reference to the crea-
tion and fall story in Genesis, chapters two and three. Recall that
there, God created human being in God's own image.) The difference
between Jesus and the rest of us is that he precisely did not think
that he had to work violence to create room for his life in this world.
But He freely did this in a world in which everybody else used vio-
lence as a standard mode of operation, a world in which the only good
self-defense is a good offence. Jesus did not operate this way. And
this is why God was so pleased with this man, and raised him and
gave him a name that is above every name. So, that’s what the text
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has to say to us today.

| want to relate all this to the theme of illumination, which
will emerge most clear on Holy Saturday, when we celebrate the
light of Christ, physically present in the form of the Paschal candle..
One of the things that | hope has happened during this Lent, for me
and for you, is that we become aware of, enlightened as to how exiled
we are, how far are we removed from God and so from ourselves and
from each other. Jesus illumines us by his human career, in clarifying
what it is to live continually at home with God | we accept the illumi-
nating power of that life, we will come to see that we are living our
lives, exiled from God, by our lack of courage, by our impatience, by
our multiple dishonesties, by all the strategies we use to hurt each
other or to distance ourselves from each other. Jesus not only
illumines the shape of our exile from ourselves but, above all, shows
us how that exile is to be overcome.

I would like to think that | could return to God, from exile,
under my own steam. 1'd like to make a will act. I'd like to bring in
the marines, or use whatever technique or strategy | would have to
use, to accomplish my return from exile. But it doesn’t work. It works
only in the humble search for God and for myself. Apart from Jesus,
we are not even aware of our exiled condition. It is Jesus, God's gift
(grace), Who both illuminates our exile and show us how it is to be
overcome. Quietly. Peacefully. Unobtrusively.

Now, a kind of epilogue The older | get, the more Calvinist or
Augustinian | seem to be in my view of things. | look around at the
world which appears to me, in large measure, as God - free. Perhaps,
more accurately | should say that | inhabit a number of God-free
worlds. There is the world of television. The world of the media. The
world of commerce. The world of politics. And not less so, the world
of academia. The more | come to have some sense of how | am person-
ally exiled from God, myself and to each other, I’'m also more and
more aware that there’s not much that | can do to redress that condi-
tion. Maybe the very first thing, to acknowledge that | cannot do
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much myself, is the first step in the return from exile.

Now we do have all these wild, intensely pious sounding state-
ments -"Without you we can do nothing”, “I am the vine, you are the
branches.,” so that , cut off from Me you are totally feckless. But it is
difficult to believe that these are nothing more that rhetorical excess.
Meanwhile, I’ve the consciousness that, sure, | can do it, withhold the
venality , the subtle and multiple violences of myself and my worlds.
I"ll make a will act. I'll get a therapist. I'll read a book. I’'ll make
enough money. I'll get enough status or job security or whatever else
I need to sustain myself. What Palm Sunday says, is that it won't
work. None of it will work. None of it.

We have in Holy Week the opportunity to see how full hu-
manization plays out in an exemplary way, in the life of this man,
who was a Jew, was a member of an exiled people. But he saw this
exile, he saw the exile of his people. And his whole passion and death
is his answer as to how you overcome that exile. All of this is not very
palatable. It won't sell, folks. It won't sell. | can’t use diplomacy or
public relations or anything else to make this more palatable, al-
though | want to in the worst possible way! | want to fake it in some
way. | want to use some means to dress out my life, and my worlds in
a way that would be more appetizing and appealing. And there’'s
absolutely no way to do it. Because the religion of Jesus is not some
kind of emotional buzz, spiritual uplift. It's not a moral rectitude. It is
a vision of life. It is a vision of who | am and the world | live in. That's
what it is primal. And we get Holy Week, this privileged opportunity,
to look at that with an intensity greater than any other time during
the year, to try to knead it, like yeast, into our hearts.
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How we open our eyes

Holy Thursday
Exod. 12. 1-8, 11-14; 1 Cor, 11.23-26; Jn 13.1-15.

All four gospels have the Last Supper scene. It goes on and on
in John, for four very long chapters. But he doesn’t have anything to
say about taking bread and taking the cup, as all the other gospels do.
Even Paul talks about the Eucharist as a tradition in the early
church. John does have, however, very early in the gospel, the feed-
ing of the five thousand. And his Jesus concludes this by saying, “I
am the bread of life and unless you eat my flesh, you will not have
life.”

But it is interesting that he doesn’t have what we call the
“institution scene” in the gospel. Rather, he and he alone, has this
extraordinary gesture of the washing of feet.

I think it is not totally farfetched to say that the washing of
the feet is illuminating for the Eucharist. It is illuminating for the
Christian life, for what Jesus was all about and for what we are
called to become. Foot washing was a normal thing in a country
where the streets were open sewers, and you didn’t wear shoes. So
people’'s feet smelled and were dirty. It was a standard thing to have
one’s feet washed when entering a house, especially at large parties.
But, who did it? It was the most menial job in the house, feet were
washed by the youngest child or, if it was a wealthier family, by the
lowest of the slaves. But here we have this extraordinary gesture of
this man, who was not just the friend of the disciples but was seen as
their leader, taking that position: making himself absolutely avail-
able in the most menial way, and what is at least as significant, in an
absolutely unintimidating way, to everyone else.

That, | think, is consonant with Jesus taking bread and break-
ing it and sharing it. Because if you look back into Jesus’ life, one of
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the extraordinary things about him was that he ate with everybody.
Jesus shared himself with everybody. This was an enormous scandal
in His day., wherein social status determined your companions at
meals. And the quality of that companionship was religiously man-
dated. It was largely the fact of what the scholars call, Jesus’ open-
table fellowship, which got him into trouble. And Jesus’ absolute
availability was no mere social misstep, an instance of poor taste.
Many of His contemporaries saw such behaviour as a repudiation of
proper, religious observance. And this, together with other breaches
of religious propriety...think of the purging of the Temple...were so
grave, that, as we will see tomorrow, he was killed for them. (For
now, we can ignore the Romans' part in Jesus’ death, and their rea-
sons for colluding in it.) And this should not be too surprising to us
today, because we all exist on the basis of a system of social divisions
Indeed, they are largely the source or our sense of who we are: out
identity.. “1 belong here, you belong there. We certainly don’t belong
together.” What we believe Jesus is saying in the foot washing, of
course, is that we all belong together. In fact, that’s the way we only
belong.

Jesus is illuminating something else in this gesture, as well.
There’s a wonderful line in the book of Zechariah. (Zechariah, appar-
ently which Jesus knew very well, has all kinds of Messianic texts. As
we heard last Sunday, it's the Zechariah text which says “Look Israel,
your messiah is coming to bring you out of exile. He comes to you
riding not on a war horse, but on a donkey.”) Later on, in the book of
Zechariah, there is this extraordinary description of the Messianic
Age, when even the cooking pots and the bells on the horse’s bridles
will be sacred to the Lord. What he's getting at is that, with the
Messianic Age, we have a radical redefinition of what is sacred, of
what is holy.

Now we think we know what is holy. This chapel is a holy
place. We have holy fathers and holy mothers and holy objects. Of
course the whole meaning of “holiness”, anthropologically, is that we
distinguish what we see as holy from what we consider to be profane.
We make divisions. We make separations. But in the Messianic Age,
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what for Zechariah is supposed to be illuminated, is that everything
in our life is holy. We cannot make this facile distinction between
what is holy and what is not. Our holiness will consist in precisely
that open table fellowship. The bread is holy. The table is holy and it
is holy insofar as it includes everybody. Everybody.

Patty McLaughlin gave me something that someone in her
office had put out. It's of the world, as if it consisted of one hundred
people. Half of the world’s population would be malnourished. And
80% would be ill-housed and 70% would be illiterate. Now Lent is a
time when we redefine holiness. Those are holy statistics. Those are
holy statistics. They have to become holy statistics for us. Holy num-
bers. The bread that is not broken is not holy bread. Only the bread
that is broken and shared is holy bread. And bread is supposed to be
holy.

The difficult thing is, of course, to discover how we open our
eyes, how we open our hearts to see all of these people who go to bed
hungry tonight as somehow connected to us. And not in some abstract
or idealistic way but in a very concrete way. So that, yes, as a result
of seeing in this fashion, we rest uneasily to some extent. We rest
uneasily because of that. Because this is a holy fact. These three
billion people who are hungry tonight is a holy fact. And our holiness,
of course, consists in precisely coming to a point that we see that as a
holy fact and those hungry people.

Only someone who would go around washing everybody’s feet,
doing this grubby job, can bring us, can move us, to recognize that
everybody and everything is holy. That's why this is Holy Thursday
and we are going to Holy Communion or we should be. But we will
try to imitate Jesus and the foot washing.
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Naked and unashamed

Good Friday
Is. 52.13-53.12; Heb. 4,14-16, 5.7-9; Jn. 18.1 - 19.42.

I think the best summary of the fact of the crucifixion was
given by Paul the apostle, an early follower of Jesus. He says that a
crucified Messiah was a scandal to the Jews and foolishness to the
Greeks. | think that this remains a fair description of the status of
the crucifixion, even within the Churches. You could read an enor-
mous amount of Christian history as an attempt to conceal the scan-
dalous nature of the crucifixion. Part of it is, in a sense, innocuous.
For instance, we read the gospel of John, which is presumably the
last of the four gospels. By the time it had come to be written there
were three generations of the followers of Jesus who had thought and
thought and had been troubled by this scandalous fact and came up
with their picture of a Jesus who hardly seemed to undergo anything.
You’'ll notice that the johannine Jesus has no agony in the garden. He
is just standing there, sublimely in control of everything. So when he
identified himself to those who came to arrest him, they all fall down.
Radically different from the Jesus who sweats blood, according to
Luke’'s account. What is going on, of course, is what we call a develop-
ment of Christological thought. So we get a Jesus who seems more
and more removed from the historical reality of the event. A Jesus so
overlaid with later thought and praying and thinking, that these have
almost occluded the real events here. It had the effect, in other
words, of de-fanging the scandalous quality of the crucifixion for us,
and certainly for the subsequent history of the Church. For example,
before | came in this afternoon, | noticed in the news broadcast a
celebration of the Holy Week services in the baroque splendour of St.
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Peter’s Basilica in Rome. | had a sense of anomaly: here is the most
brutal form of execution that the Romans knew, totally overlaid with
gold vestments and all that grandeur. It's comforting, | mean it has
the effect, of course, of comforting us by distancing us, of course, and
setting up a safe space between the event and us, so that the stark
reality of the crucifixion doesn’t impact on us as it might. So, today |
would like to take a few minutes to try to disencumber the crucifix-
ion.

The physical process of crucifixion is fairly simple. The Ro-
mans had developed crucifixion from the Persians' mode of public
execution. Originally it was impalement: they just stuck a spike in
the ground and dropped the body on top of it. Not very pleasant, but
the process of dying didn’t last long. The Romans said they needed
something a little more draconian to make the point. So they devised
this other method of nailing a body through the wrists and ankles,
and setting the person thus attached to the cross, on a peg between
his or her legs. In this arrangement, it usually took three to four days
for the crucified person to die. But the primary purpose of cruci-
fixion, as with all state-mandated executions, was sociological and
political. Crucifixions always took place in very public places. The
person was stripped naked, and if it was a male, he was made to face
outward. If it was a female, she was attached, facing the wood. It was
a mode of execution so “déclassé” that it was against the law to cru-
cify a Roman citizen. Crucifixion was reserved for the most heinous
of criminals and for the most egregious of crimes. And in one way or
another, the crimes were always crimes against the State. So crucifix-
ion, as with all forms of public execution, was a statement of the
power of the State, and the danger or attempting, in one way or
another, of contravening that power. Crucifixion , by acting as a
deterrent for breaching State power, was to guarantee “public order.”
That’s why Paul had a really difficult time of selling that crucified
figure as the Savior. That's why it was a scandal to the Jews. We are
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able to see the intent, very early on in the Christian movement, to
escape the brutal actuality of the crucifixion. The Gospel of Mark
was apparently written primarily to counter this tendency. Then
there is the attempt to “tame” the crucifixion by rationalizing it. So
we will say Jesus knew everything that was going to happen, as in
the gospel of John. Or that this was clearly God’'s will. So the whole
thing becomes a great kind of play enacted before spectators, the
ending, of which everybody knows and anticipates. Again, the effect,
though surely not intended by the New Testament writers, is simply
to take the sting from the crucifixion.

Or, as a further strategy, we all these tidy, comforting theo-
logical affirmation that “Jesus died for our sins”, which we find re-
flected in the New Testament. This man died for our sins. It’s as
though a scrim had fallen on this historical reality and us so we could
sit somehow inoculated from the horror of this event and then count
our spiritual benefits. What is missing, of course, is the human real-
ity. We made this all kind of a divine pantomime. So, by way of help-
ing us, I'd just like to remind you of what has happened in our cen-
tury. We have lived in a century which has been probably the most
murderous in human history. But we've had a number of extraordi-
nary events. Yitzhak Rabin, Mohandas Ghandi, Malcolm X, Martin
Luther King, Nasser. (I made the list but have probably forgotten
many.). Murdered. Usually by people who were supposedly on their
side, and always in the name of some political position. Why? Be-
cause they were troublemakers, because they upset the expected
order or because they breached all these borders within which we
keep ourselves, to make ourselves somebody.

This is precisely the situation in the case of Jesus the Jew. He
was killed by some of his fellow Jews, for that very reason. Because a
good Jew does not eat with sinners. A good Jew does not break the
Sabbath observances. A good Jew does not hobnob with the handi-
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capped people, who are ritually impure. A good Jew does not speak
publicly with women. If you push this further and lay it out program-
matically, such a person is a menace to society and the political or-
der, because society cannot continue as it must, as we all feel it must,
if all these boundaries were to fall down, if the outline between my-
self and the rest of the world becomes porous and the world flows in
and | flow out. And before we can talk about Jesus dying for our sins,
or Jesus standing sublimely sovereign in this event, as in the gospel
of John, we desperately need to consider the raw facts of Jesus’
death, and its causes. Because neither as individuals nor as institu-
tions are we very comfortable with that prospect. We go to the edge,
and then draw back. So much.... no more. Because it’s unsafe to hob-
nob with the left-outs, to say we are available to everybody. | mean,
what will the donors give us if we criticize them? Donors, for our-
selves or our institutions are all those people who feed into our sense
of being okay in our society. We do not do preach the crucifixion,
much less, live it well. We do not do it well either as individuals or as
institutions. Certainly the Roman church has no great claim to this
kind of behaviour. Rather we immediately, and with extraordinary
ease, start to sentimentalize or romanticize this troubling figure in
our own history. We must somehow make him safe before we can live
comfortably with him. Yet we want to say that His death is a su-
preme act of love. Okay, let us grant that the death of Jesus is a
supreme act of love. But why? Because he made himself available to
everybody. Because he did not do what we do: tailor our self-image so
as to make ourselves acceptable to whatever social situation we are
in. But doing this, of course, makes us inaccessible to other people,
because they do not see who we really are. So love is impossible or, at
least, seriously hobbled because of all this social management or
psychological management.

What we are talking about here is not some kind of political
revolutionary scheme in anything like the normal understanding of
those words. But we are talking about the only real kind of revolu-
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tionary action available to us. We are talking about one human being
able to be, in the glorious words of Genesis “haked and unashamed”
before everybody else. Jesus did not pretend before others. There-
fore, others did not feel they had to pretend before Jesus. But that’s
hazardous, hazardous to your health and utterly destruction of the
socio-political order. Indeed, it's mortally dangerous.

So, Good Friday is an enormously important day. An enor-
mously important day in our history as Christians. Above all, it is
certainly not an occasion just to feel bad: “Poor old Jesus. Poor old
Jesus.”. This is the way the day is very often treated, I'm afraid,
instead of giving us the opportunity which | have been suggesting
throughout Lent, to shed light on us. To shed light on our cowardice
and above all on our dishonesty. So if we wonder why there is so
little love in the world today, the crucifixion casts light on that too.
How can you love what you don’t know? For how can you let yourself
be loved if you don't let yourself be exposed, in all your reality, to
someone else? That's the issue. That's why this day is so glorious to
us in a strange, strange paradoxical way.

/ 0, 0
0‘0 0‘0 0‘0
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Why Easter is so difficult

Easter Sunday
Acts10.34 36-43; Col.3.1-4or 1 Cor. 5.6b-8; IJn. 20.1-18

This is my 63rd Easter and after having gone through most of
these participating in one way or another, I'm pretty much convinced
that Easter doesn't work very well. So, I'd like to try to talk about
why | don’t think it works very well and what might make it work
better. Look at all of the great and momentous festivals we celebrate.
The feast of All Saints has become an occasion for little kids to go
around with pillowcases collecting candy. Christmas is marginally
better we can deal with babies and that’s part of what Christmas is
about at least. But Easter, by and large we're stymied by it. We can
do with bunny rabbits and coloured eggs. But once you get beyond
that, I’'m not so sure.

There is a pattern in the way we’ve domesticated, and in a
certain sense, denatured these great Christian feasts, in that we've
taken what is familiar and basically, non-threatening, and latched
onto that, and then forgotten the rest. Even in the seminary, where
my uneasiness began. The seminary ceremonies were impeccable.
Beautifully executed. Not a misstep. Yet it was very clear, in the
course of sitting through these ceremonies, that we were far more
worried about not making any missteps or making sure that no one
else did. This became a substitute for what it was we were supposed
to be celebrating. It’s a puzzling kind of thing. But then, | take some
comfort. If Easter has to do with the heart of our Christianity, if
Easter has to do with, therefore, the most fundamental choices and
expectations we have of our human existence, it is not so surprising
that we don’'t do very well by it. | mean, if you sit back and try to
think of every time in your life, when you tried to draw from yourself
an articulation of what is deepest and most significant to you - how
awkwardly and gracelessly we bring that off. Think of our responses,
for instance, when somebody says to us (and we believe them) that
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they love us. For the most part, we're flummoxed. Or think of the
time when we've tried to say to another person that we love them
and we want to say it with all the power and persuasiveness and
depth and reality that is in us: to honestly communicate that to some-
body else. We don’'t do it very well, | think. Think of the times when |
want to say ,l really do forgive you. Or maybe more difficult even, the
times when | say to somebody else, please forgive me. The structure
is the same you see. Those things that arise from what is most central
and significant and real about us, we don't carry off very well. No, let
us talk about tinsel, or masks or coloured eggs, and we're okay. It’s
manageable. But when we come to these other, weightier matters, it’'s
much more difficult.

But there is also the problem that Easter is hard to get my
head around. To proclaim that God has raised this man Jesus from
the dead means what? That some kind of divine spook has gone home
finally after this little masquerade that he’'s carried on for a few
years? I'm afraid that’s the kind of Easter understanding that | car-
ried with me for years and years and years. This great charade, Jesus
pretending to be a real human being. Pretending to be anguished or
confused and jubilant, as | am as a human being. | could not deal with
that in terms of Jesus and yet that is precisely what the Easter proc-
lamation is about. Let me get more specific. Jesus, like all of us, was
tempted to lie, to falsify himself, to cut corners, to put his best foot
forward, to con those people he wanted to influence. Just like me.
Only | follow through on all those temptations. The extraordinary
thing about this man is that he was tempted to do that, and refused
to. I, who so often want to set up relationship with those people who
seem desirable to me, whom | want in the worst way to trust me, for
example, tailor my self-image in order to accomplish that kind of
bond. And Jesus was tempted to do that too. The difference between
him and me is that he resisted. |, who so frequently want to run away
from hard issues; I, who am so easily intimidated by so many people,
by so many things in my life, cave in. Consequently, | am different
from Jesus who was, | am sure, intimidated too But he had the cour-
age not to be overcome by his own sense of intimidation. I, who want
to make so many distinctions, to choose my friends, to say who's
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worthy and who’'s unworthy of my attention. Jesus I'm sure had that
inclination as well but did not. In fact, he acted in precisely the oppo-
site direction, by opening up every possible avenue to himself, to
everybody that he met. This man eats with sinners! This man breaks
the Sabbath regularly! This man is not a good Jew. And yet he was a
supremely good Jew. It is for this reason that God raised this man,
Jesus. This one dead Jew, out of so many thousands of dead Jews,
even crucified dead Jews. This one dead Jew, we say, God raised. We
who look at this man’s career and say, that is what it is to be a human
being. The standard operating procedures of evasion, of disguise, of
missing the point, of finding my place in the world by oppressing
others in one way or another , by operating on the self-preserving
“law” of expediency- the ways are infinite in their variety - this man
did none of these. So, God raised him, took him to Himself, and so ,
validated his humanity.

This is why Easter is so difficult. We want to believe that
illumination. We want to believe that this man really does spell out
our humanity in the most perfect form and yet | think, at least in
myself, there is something that resists going that far. It's too good to
be true. Or maybe it’'s because the implications for my own life, the
light that this figure casts on me and my mediocre humanity, is too
painful to endure. In any case, to say that God has raised this man
Jesus, is to say all that. But, because it is so unparalleled in our
experience, in our hopes, in our expectations, we have a very hard
time dealing with it. This awkwardness is almost inevitable.

Let me finish with this little scene that John or the authors of
the fourth gospel, created between Jesus and Magdalene. What is
happening there? All Jesus does is say her name. What does it mean
to really say another human being’s name? To acknowledge them, to
give them room, to say, “ You really are. You really are for me and
with me and | know who you are and therefore you are safe with me.”
So Mary says in her response, “Teacher”. The one who's taught her
about herself, about life, about himself. This is resurrection from the
dead and this is why we can’t stand to look at it too quickly, because
the world rather pours into our lives and washes away the startling
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image of this man and the way he lived.

But that’s why we’'re here today: to try to resist that. No, | will
not have it. I will not have it. | will not settle for a truncated, abbrevi-
ated, mutilated, deformed humanity. Rather, as the great spiritual
says - Give me Jesus!

/ 0, 0,
0‘0 0‘0 0‘0
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Only love is believable

2nd Sunday of Easter
Acts2.42-47; 1 Pet. 1.3-9; Jn. 20. 19-31

A preliminary word about this passage from the Acts of the
Apostles. All of these New Testament writings are political docu-
ments. That is, they are written with a view toward influencing the
social context. Certainly Luke, a Roman and a pagan before he joined
this Jesus movement, was very careful to tailor his depiction of this
early Jesus community in a way that would cause no offence to the
Roman authority. We see this in many places in both the gospel of
Luke and in the book of Acts. We know, for instance, in the year 54,
the emperor of the time kicked all the Jews out of Rome, both the
Jesus Jews and the non-Jesus Jews, because they kept fighting, i.e.,
being socially disruptive. And the Romans were big on law and order.
So Luke was, as | said, at great pains to show that these Jesus-Jews
were really nice, peaceful people who wouldn’'t cause any trouble for
the police. It is important, | think, to mention that, not just because it
is the case, and provides the context for the document, but rather,
because there is a tendency to read the Book of Acts as if it were a
literal description of what was going on, and that Luke didn’t have
own agenda when he wrote it. For instance, the description of this
group as having absolute commonality of possessions, sounds won-
derful. But there is evidence, even in the book itself, that such an
arrangement didn’t work. It should have worked, and Luke was
trying to say that that was what Jesus was about, namely, that people
could absolutely share their own lives with everybody else and, above
all, their possessions. (Because that’s where people identify them-
selves more often than not.) But again, this is all part of the lucan
author’s effort to show that the members of this Jesus movement
were all just nice, innocuous folks . The cops don’t have to worry
about their disturbing the public order.
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Now to this famous passage from the gospel of John. What's
happening here? Well, when | was given these texts as a young would
-be Catholic, | was told that Jesus is obviously risen from the dead
because you’'ve got this guy running around with holes in his hands
and his side. What’s more, Jesus is inviting people to stick their
digits into the holes in his hands and their hand into his side. So, all
that clearly indicates that Jesus really has risen from the dead. In
other words, this text has been classically used as the great apolo-
getic text proving the Resurrection. Well, let us say, even if you could
prove this dead Jew is up and about now, is that going to move you to
the faith that God has raised this man Jesus. And what is far more
important, is that going to tell you what faith in the Resurrection is
all about? John answers this very clearly and loudly, “No”. The God
of the Jews is not into magic tricks and if you think that God is im-
portant just because God can get all these dead bodies up out of the
ground, well, we are wide of the mark. What is going on here is ex-
pressed in this climatic statement that the risen Jesus makes “Blest
are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.”

Believe what? Believe that God can reanimate dead bodies?
Clearly not. And as the historians among us know, even if that were
true, could you just make the historical assertion that was God’s
doing this? No. God doesn’t happen to be an agent in history the way
Napoleon, or Alexander the Great, or anyone of us is. No. What the
author of the fourth gospel is trying to say is that, what we believe, is
that the human pattern of this man’s life is in fact what God intended
for all of us. It’s not just that God has raised this man, and therefore
done some big, spectacular miracle. That's not the point. The point is
to see in this man’'s extraordinary life God’s intention for all human
life. The Resurrection simply means that God has validated that kind
of human life. So it is a much more arduous faith , if you will, that is
asked for here. It is a much more profound, a much more
transformative faith. It doesn’t require the sight of a formerly dead
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body with holes in his wrists or his feet in order to come to that faith.
None of us has seen that. So, why do we believe? What do we believe,
and why do we believe? We believe because of all those people, the
saints, somehow managed to embody, in their own quite varied ca-
reers, the same astonishing generosity of this man Jesus. Or as Hans
van Baltasar, the Swiss theologian has put it, “Only love is believ-
able.”

We didn’t need Kosovo, we didn’t need a half million or more
Albanian Moslems being pushed around by those good Orthodox
Christian Serbs, to show how difficult it is to believe that love really
is the ultimate basis and object of faith. That's the difficulty in this
world, in our world, at this moment. As Kierkegaard said, we don’t
know what experiences those people in Jesus' time had. To see this,
all you have to do is explore the Resurrection narratives and discover
that they are extraordinarily disparate and virtually impossible to
correlate with each other. Yes, something happened to those men
and women who came to believe that this man’s life really was vali-
dated by God, that this man’s career is the archetypal human career.
That's what we are called to believe, whether we saw the risen Jesus
or whether we didn’'t see the risen Jesus. The difficulty for that kind
of faith is going to be the same for them as it is for us. That's the
point.

One final kind of pedantic footnote. This statement of Thomas,
put in the mouth of Thomas: “My Lord and my God...” | just reread
Raymond Brown’'s commentary on this passage. (Brown, a Catholic
priest, is probably the greatest contemporary commentator on the
gospel of John..) He points out, together with most scholars, that
when Thomas is supposedly calling Jesus, “God”, he, Thomas, is not
making a claim about Jesus' divinity. | won't go into Brown’s explana-
tion, because you can read any commentary on the gospel of John and
find the same thing. But why is this important? It's not just a pedan-
tic little footnote. You could say...Well, Jesus was God., so He had to
rise from the dead. It's all pat, settled, self-evident. As such, it does
not challenge me, really. But to believe in the Resurrection is rather
to confront the humanity of Jesus. Jesus, this man, who lived in this
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place. That's where faith is founded and is to reside. Not in some
kind of facile escape whereby we can say, well He's God and I'm not.
He could bring that off, live in that way - | can’t. No. We are to be
moved by this text, as | said, to examine who we are. How we are.
What we want to be. What we think is successful living, a successful
human career. That's what we are called to do as, we are always
called to do by the gospel.

/ Y/ 0
0‘0 0‘0 0‘0
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Think of who we are

3'YSunday of Easter
Acts2.14, 22b-28; 1 Pet. 1.17-21; Lk. 24.13-35.

First of all, just a little note about the first and third readings;
they are both from the same person, whom we call Luke, who wrote
the book of the Acts of the Apostles which was intended as volume 11
of his Gospel. And what Luke does is to create a theology of history.
This means that he understands all human events in terms of some
great overarching theological scheme. And he does this in order to
accommodate the scandal of the cross. As the apostle Paul put it, the
cross is simply nonsense, one of those indigestible, unpalatable
things that, in general, we simply escape or ignore. But, when people
knew what crucifixion was and what it meant socially, then this was
a very difficult thing to do. They had to try to make sense of it. So,
Luke speaks of the cross as an historical inevitability, in the sense
that God had determined its occurrence. “Was it not necessary
that...”: this is the line that we find over and over again. The problem
with this way of talking is that it appears to deny, or at least cer-
tainly to downplay the fact, the necessary fact, of Jesus’ freedom.
Indeed, if Jesus had been fated to die, his death would be humanly
insignificant, and surely would not have been the central salvific act
of our faith. In fact, Jesus did not have to die., that is, His death was
not necessitated. Rather, Jesus chose to die. Why? Because that is
the way he chose to live. His death was the cost of living the way he
did. So, if you talk about this great Divine plan, it is certainly possi-
ble to justify that way of speaking, but that justification needs to be
made. That is, it is anything but self-evident. We need to begin by
asking, what was God’'s plan for Jesus? It was the same as it is for all
of us human beings: namely, that we grow up; and this means, that
we somehow construct a life faithful to God. Now, how that works out
in particular, of course, is different for each of us. This is the way it
worked out for Jesus, given his time and place. So we have to be
really, really careful when reading these texts. To understand Jesus’
death as necessitated, or inevitable, just puts it altogether outside
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the human realm, at a nice, safe distance from us. And being quite
beyond us, it does not actually impinge on our real lives.

This famous passage from Luke: the trip to Emmaus. Luke
constructs this much in the same way as we saw, last week, John
constructing that identification passage with Thomas. In Luke's
account, we have, as its climactic phrase, “ and they recognized him
in the breaking of bread”. Now what does that mean? Luke takes the
very words, “he took bread, blessed and broke it,” from what we call
the words of the institution of the Eucharist. But much more is en-
tailed here. What was the significance of Jesus breaking bread? In
the course of His life, Jesus’ meal partners, those with whom he
broke bread, were a cause of great scandal. The claim, made

throughout the Gospels, that “this man eats with sinners, was
the cause of the scandal: that this apparently good Jew should con-
sort with low-lives. This man has opened the table, that great symbol
of human sharing, of human community, and made it available to
everybody. So that became a byword, “this man eats with sinners”.
And when we are talking about Jesus taking bread, blessing it, and
breaking it, all of that stands behind the Emmaus scene . Somehow
they became aware, in the gesture of the breaking of bread, of the
identity of this stranger, because it was Jesus is the One Who opens
up, with absolute generosity, to everybody in the world. So, when you
recognize that same generosity, wherever we meet it, then we are in
the presence of the risen Jesus.

A theologian friend of mine said that the Christian life is not
lived in the light of Easter. Rather, according to him, we live in a
kind of protracted Holy Saturday. It is a state of waiting, a state
which therefore is going to necessarily entail more of Good Fridays
for us. It is within this context that | want to talk today about the
Church. A couple of weeks ago, in the New York Times, there was a
cover article, in the magazine section, on the second biggest seminary
in the United States. And what struck me, in this very long article, is
that these seminarians, were prepared to confront the world as the
enemy, as altogether inimical to God. So they, as priests, were to be
in the world as some grand, crusading figures, because the division
between themselves, and everything that was not ecclesiastical, was
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absolute. Finishing the article, | felt enormously saddened, and for
days, | couldn’t figure out why. Until it dawned on me that what the
article described is a reconstruction of the ghetto kind of Catholicism
that | grew up with, one in which you never went into a Protestant
church, much less to a synagogue., because they were enemy terri-
tory. You knew who was who and what was what. And you knew
where all the good was located and where all that menaces that good
was located as well. What is wrong with that? First of all, thisis a
massive reversal of what was supposed to happen in the second
Vatican Council. If you can get a copy of it, re-read John the XXIII's
opening address. First, the Church is to be open to everybody, it is to
embrace the world in its totality. Indeed, that is supposed to be the
very distinctiveness of the Church. In other words, the relationship
of the Church to the rest of the world, was radically altered. And by
implication, the boundary lines are radically redrawn between what
is good and what is bad, what is Godly and what is ungodly. Then, a
new role for the Church was encouraged at the time of the council.
We were to be able to recognize, as John XXI