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Introduction


Sunday matters or should matter to Christians. It is the Lord’s day and so the most important day of the week, a time for us to acknowledge God as the source, centre and goal of our lives. Because Sunday is important there are important matters to consider on this day, such as making time for prayer, worship and reflection on the Word of God. But there are also many other matters that now vie for our time and attention on Sunday: sport, shopping, TV, travel, etc. Deciding what to do on Sunday and other major days of the Christian calendar has become something of a challenge for contemporary Christians, some would say even a crisis.


But a crisis or a challenge can provide an opportunity to rethink and refocus, and here the Bible serves as an invaluable aid. In my judgement the Bible itself is an invitation or challenge to think. It does not impose its views because that would be most ungodlike—according to the biblical understanding of God. Much of life is about making decisions and the Biblechallenges us to decide where our priorities lie and provides invaluable guidelines. The reflections offered in this book seek to draw out this role of the Bible in a hopefully clear and concise manner. They originally appeared in separate volumes for each year of the Church’s liturgical cycle (years A, B, C) but have now been combined for convenience in this single volume.


The reflections originally appeared in the Australasian Catholic Record over a 3-year period as ‘Reflections on the Readings of Sundays and Feasts’ (2007-9).1 Although not homilies they were composed with homiletic preparation in mind. In the light of readers’ comments and further reflection, some were revised, others rewritten and new ones added in order to cover all the Sundays of the three-year cycle and make the material more accessible to the general reader as well as the preacher. Those who do not have a lectionary or follow its cycle of readings can easily correlate biblical text and reflection by consulting the index at the end of the book.


It may be of some help to readers to provide an introductory outline of how I read biblical texts as well as an overview of the Bible—a broad context within which to reflect on the particular readings selected for each Sunday. The bibliography at the end of the volume offers opportunities to check the outline and overview offered here and to correct and improve on them where necessary.


All human beings, even inspired biblical authors, communicate something (the content or message) by assembling selected parts of their language in particular literary forms (the ways of communicating). In the Old Testament the preferred literary forms are narrative (story, report, genealogy, etc), poetry (psalms, proverbs, prophecies) and law (commands, prohibitions, instructions); in the New Testament they are narrative (in the Gospels and Acts of the Apostles) and letters (of Paul and others). A literary form provides a creative opportunity but also imposes limitations. For example, a story usually involves a plot (such as overcoming an evil) with a limited cast of characters. A storyteller has to develop the plot towards some form of resolution and this means being selective, otherwise the story could become too unwieldy and lose something of its impact.


What authors include or leave out of their compositions is also influenced by their historical and social context. The context in which ancient authors operated had no equivalent to the modern novel with its intricate plots, large cast of characters and elaborate detail—but even these have their limitations. Most biblical stories or parables, songs or prophecies, are fairly short and it is likely many biblical texts are written ‘distillations’ of longer oral performances. Writing in ancient times was time consuming and expensive: it is unlikely a scribe could write down all of an actual oral performance. But they were very adept at recording the key elements of a story or song that would serve as a guide for further performances. Stories, poems, Gospels and letters were written for public proclamation, elaboration and comment. Thankfully, this is still the case for our Sunday liturgies in which a short selection of texts from the Bible is proclaimed for us to listen to, to preach on and to discuss. People in ancient times had excellent memories but they also had a smaller corpus of material to memorise. We now have to rely on computers and memory sticks or flash drives to store an ever increasing corpus of texts that is beyond our capacity to memorise.


I have been trained in modern western critical methods of reading the Bible but also respect the traditional ways of reading that have been used in the Church and Synagogue since their inception. Both have to operate with the fundamental premise that one can only understand what a text is communicating by paying close attention to the way it is communicating (the literary form employed). We all do this instinctively in our own cultural and historical context and with literature with which we are familiar: we distinguish headline from commentary, editorial from a letter to the editor, advertisement from operating manual. Sporting enthusiasts know that a headline announcing ‘cats maul dogs’ is about a football match not a brawl between pets. When we come to the literature of another culture we need to be aware that two different contexts are coming in contact—our own and that of the other culture.


One could say that the traditional way of reading the Bible gave more weight to the reader’s context. If you study the Old Testament from a Christian perspective or faith stance, it is likely that you will ‘see’ allusions there to Christ and Christian themes. Nothing wrong with this; after all it is what biblical authors in both Old and New Testament periods did. In the light of new experience (the Babylonian exile) Old Testament authors saw aspects of their tradition in a new way. This is how tradition and understanding grow. It is also linked to the metaphorical and symbolic function of language; a change in context allows one to see more in a word or phrase than initially met the eye or ear. The risk is that we become so fascinated with the ‘new’ that we lose touch with the ‘old’ that provides the context for insight into the new. We need to keep it in mind otherwise we can develop a distorted idea of the new. Modern critical analysis of the Bible, which emerged partly as a response to the perceived excesses of the traditional approach, strives to give due weight to the context of the biblical text. It endeavours to read the Old Testament within its own time and culture—insofar as these can be reconstructed—in order to grasp its original meaning. The danger with this approach is that what is perceived to be the original meaning becomes the only acceptable one. We will probably never get the balance between the two quite right but this is part of the adventure of reading and discussing the Bible. We can learn from different perspectives, differing contexts.


When it comes to offering an overview of the Bible what I find helpful is how it conveys much of its message by telling a story—a sound teaching technique. The Bible story is a dramatic tale of the conflict between good and evil and of God’s efforts to get human beings to live the former and reject the latter. One could describe the Bible as ‘the Great War Story to End All Our War Stories’ or perhaps as ‘God to the rescue of humanity from its own and God’s worst enemy’. It is told in a series of distinct books, commencing with what we call the Pentateuch and what Jewish tradition calls the Torah. This is a Hebrew term that can mean law, a law code such as in Deuteronomy, as well as instruction or catechesis (for example in narrative or story form). The storyline continues in the Historical Books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings or what Jewish tradition calls the Former Prophets (because prophets play key roles in them). These books tell the tale of the chosen people in the promised land to the Babylonian exile. Most of what Christians regard as The Prophets and Jews as the Later Prophets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and the Minor Prophets) are linked to this storyline in one form or another. The books of Ezra and Nehemiah tell the story of the people’s return from exile and their re-establishment in the Persian province of Yehud (formerly the kingdom of Judah). For Christians the storyline enters its final and definitive stage with the advent of Jesus and the mission that he entrusts to his disciples. The Bible story is selective because all human discourse, even when inspired, is selective and limited. It draws on existing material because biblical authors, like others, operated within a tradition that preceded them and continued after them. Another sign that the Bible reflects our human context and its limitations is that it often offers more than one angle on things. The moment we see or hear something we are seeking to interpret it, to make sense of it to ourselves. Because of our limited perspective we often need to see things from more than one angle. The Bible’s claim is that the various angles or interpretations it contains provide real insight into the human condition and enable us to identify false or distorted perceptions. We are thereby able to avoid confusing good with evil and vice versa. Reflection on some key aspects of the story may help to illustrate this.


The Bible commences with an account of creation in which God brings about a dynamic world of perfect order from what most commentators would call a ‘primeval chaos’. The biblical notion of creation as order out of chaos rather than out of nothing is common to the myths or stories of creation among Israel’s ancient Near Eastern (ANE) neighbours. According to the faith proclamations of these stories the national god triumphs over rival gods of chaos and disorder (symbols of evil) to forge an ordered world in which the particular nation can live and flourish—as long as it honours its victorious warrior god in its liturgy and life. In the Bible or course there is no rival or hostile god who is the source of evil and who has to be vanquished in a primeval cosmic battle. Where then does it locate the source or origin of evil? According to another account of creation—the garden story in Genesis 2–3—evil and disorder arise because the human being refuses to operate within the context or boundary established by the creator (cf. the permissions and one prohibition in 2:16-17). It succumbs to the serpent’s temptation, believing it can transcend its creaturely status by eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (cf. 3:5-6). The monotheistic faith of the Bible means that its authors had to steer a delicate course here. The garden story does not cast the human being or the serpent as a rival god as is the case in many ANE myths. The serpent is ‘more crafty than any other wild animal that the Lord God had made’ (3:1, NRSV). It is thus one of God’s creatures; identifying it as the devil is a later Christian reading (and the devil is another sinner, not another god). The falsehood of the human being’s rebellion is dramatically exposed in the consequences that follow. Disorder and division replace order and harmony (the shame of nakedness, hiding from one another behind ridiculous clothes such as fig leaves, fear of, and hiding from, God).


Again, unlike ANE myths and many modern stories of the battle between good and evil, God takes the side of God’s worst enemy in creation—the human being—in order to save it from the monster that it has ‘created’—its disordered self. According to the Bible storyline God does so in two main ways. One is to tell stories of God eliminating evil, as in the flood story. Stories such as these are designed to fuel faith in readers and listeners that God is utterly committed to the establishment or reestablishment of good order in humanity and creation. The second is the story of the chosen people and its God-given mission to bring blessing to ‘all the families of the earth’ (Genesis 12:3). The story of Israel teaches that human beings, who trust completely in God and are empowered by God, are able to overcome evil, both in themselves and in others. Within this story we see the constant struggle by Israel and others to ‘win the war’ and the unswerving commitment of God to these chosen ‘troops’ who frequently fail. Even though Israel is at times portrayed as its own and God’s worst enemy—as in the story of the golden calf in Exodus 32–34—God is presented as the epitome of the one who loves the enemy. God is on our side to fuel faith and hope that we can destroy the monster—the evil in ourselves and in others.


Readers will notice that in many stories of the battle between good and evil there is someone or a group (the biblical ‘remnant’) who stay true to God’s purpose and survive the inevitable and necessary destruction of evil in order to continue the story. Without this component there could be no subsequent ‘chapters’ to take the story forward and fuel our faith and hope. Another way in which the story continues in a positive vein beyond an evil episode is via the intercession of a good person or group. A key figure who plays this role in the Old Testament is of course Moses. The faithful individual or group also enables stories to develop another important biblical theme, namely that the one can save the many, such is the power of good. By the same token of course, one evil person or group can corrupt the many, such is the power of evil in the hands of evildoers (for example, the impact of the policies of king Jeroboam according to 1–2 Kings).


Israel’s prophets are an integral part of the Bible’s war story. Even though they emerged at various points in the history of the northern kingdom of Israel and the southern kingdom of Judah and preached to particular groups about current matters of concern (for example, the impact of Baal worship in Hosea’s 8th century BCE context), within the canonical corpus they are presented as authoritatively interpreting and applying the foundational Torah at strategic points in the storyline. The link with the storyline is indicated in most prophetic books by the superscriptions with which they commence or by the names and situations of those addressed within a book. They monitor and challenge Israel about its commitment to the divine purpose, but more often than not the people are portrayed as unwilling to listen to what we might call the prophetic ‘briefing’ on the conduct of the war.


Despite Israel’s frequent failures and condemnation by the prophets, the Bible does not reverse its conviction that God will ultimately triumph in the battle against evil and that Israel and indeed all the nations will freely (God does not impose) and gladly accept the divine assessment of their condition and the remedy provided (via the biblical teaching). When this happens universal shalom or peace will flourish (see classic passages such as Isaiah 2:2-4 and Micah 4:1-4). The Old Testament does not record the storyline beyond Ezra–Nehemiah’s account of the return from Babylonian exile, the re-establishment of the people in the Persian province of Yehud, the rebuilding of the temple, and the proclamation of the Torah. To have done so would mean telling/recording an increasingly lengthy and unwieldy story—another inescapable human limitation. Nevertheless, the implied biblical claim is that it is not necessary to write down Israel’s story beyond this point because the Law/Torah and Prophets provide the foundational revelation or teaching (the guidebook for life’s journey). The subsequent unfolding of God’s purpose in human history will be in accord with the foundational revelation and its authoritative commentators. If not, then the Bible’s claims are fraudulent.


There is a shift of focus in post-exilic Old Testament literature to the final climactic battle(s) so vividly pictured in what is called apocalyptic literature. This is designed to assure the faithful that, no matter how bad their present situation may seem, God is in charge and will finally and definitively establish the fullness of the divine purpose for humanity and creation. It is not without reason that apocalyptic literature provides a cosmic setting for the final and definitive battle and the triumph of good (God) over evil. To be assured of participating in God’s final victory it is essential that both community and individual remain faithful at their particular point in time. Their particular battle(s) is linked to and a sign of the looming final conflict.


The author of the book of Daniel is made privy to God’s final military strategy via a series of dreams and visions. This includes the revelation of God’s champion warrior, the angel Michael who, unlike Israel’s warriors in earlier stages of the story (cf David and the kings), will not fail and will complete the task. Moreover, as apocalyptic literature developed in the so-called inter-testamental period, the drama of the final conflict is heightened by the development of another angelic figure—the Satan—who stands as Michael and God’s adversary. There is no devil in the preceding biblical storyline. He is almost a rival divinity but not quite; the Bible ensures that he remains a creature who has, like the human being, rebelled against God’s sovereignty.


Along with the Torah or Pentateuch and the Prophets, the Old Testament canon contains the Wisdom Books or, in Hebrew terminology, The Writings. These too are made part of the biblical storyline by being linked to key figures or groups in the tradition. Thus Wisdom literature is broadly linked to the legendary wise king Solomon while the Psalter is linked primarily to king David, the ‘sweet psalmist of Israel’ (2 Samuel 23:1; King James Bible), but also to other individuals as well as various priestly clans that presumably provided temple choirs.


Christian faith proclaims that God, knowing the final battle and its outcome, as well as the dangers for free but limited and flawed human beings, has sent his Son Jesus with what we might call the definitive military strategy for winning the war and a pledge of God’s loyalty to those who believe his word and act on it. His ministry and crucifixion provide the definitive sign of his and his Father’s commitment to the salvation of humanity and creation—in biblical terms, God’s steadfast love—and his resurrection provides an assurance that the faithful will triumph over evil just as he has. The story of Jesus in the Gospels also provides instructions as to how we are to conduct ourselves in the conflict (according to Matthew 5:17-18 Jesus’ teaching fulfils that of the Torah/Law and Prophets). The New Testament claims that what look from our limited human perception to be difficulties and even catastrophic defeats of goodness and the triumph of evil are in reality the opposite. The New Testament emphasises a number of times that we are living in the last age, the end of times, and that Jesus’ life, death and resurrection signals the onset of the final battle in which we should willingly join because the first and perhaps the prime ‘enemy’ that we need to conquer is the evil side of ourselves (cf. Paul’s Letters). The apocalyptic book of Revelation assures the reader that, as with the book of Daniel, no matter how bad things may be at present, Jesus’ final victory is assured. But this is of course not the end of the story of humanity and creation. It is the last stage in the battle against evil, after which there will commence a new and everlasting age of right order among human beings and in creation—what 1 Corinthians 15 and Revelation 21 refer to as a ‘new creation’. It is noteworthy that Revelation 21:1 the author sees a new heaven and earth that are no longer separate because God dwells among human beings and so dwells in creation (the human being is always a creature).


As a supplement to these more general comments, the reflections for the Sundays of each year are preceded by an introduction to the relevant Gospel (Matthew for Year A; Mark for Year B; Luke for Year C).











	1.


	I am grateful to Rev Dr Gerard Kelly, President of The Catholic Institute of Sydney and Editor of The Australasian Catholic Record for the invitation to contribute the reflections.



















Reflections on Readings for Year A














Introduction to the Gospel of Matthew (for Year A)


Each of the four Gospels provides a somewhat different (and limited) angle on Jesus; as the author of John 21:25 points out ‘There were many other things that Jesus did; if all were written down, the world itself, I suppose, would not hold all the books that would have to be written’. Even though Matthew is listed as the first Gospel it is now generally thought to be later than the Gospel of Mark and to have drawn on it and other source material to compose a much longer and somewhat different version. A similar theory applies to the Gospel of Luke. For this reason Matthew, Mark and Luke are called ‘synoptic’ Gospels; that is, they are alike or ‘together’ in containing many of the same or similar stories about Jesus, in the way they are arranged, and in the words that Jesus is portrayed as speaking. Nevertheless there are enough differences to show that each provides a unique perspective on Jesus and his ministry. The synoptic phenomenon can also be observed in the Old Testament when one compares the books of Samuel—Kings with the books of Chronicles. Each tells the story of the monarchy but at times in surprisingly different ways. In the Gospel of John however, the arrangement of the storyline and the way in which Jesus speaks are strikingly different. According to commentators this Gospel reflects a particular tradition about Jesus stemming from the ‘beloved disciple’ John. From the point of view of faith of course, this diversity in unity (the focus on Jesus) is the result of divine inspiration. God wants the story of Jesus to be told in these differing ways and words.


Matthew, like Luke but unlike Mark and John, commences with an account of Jesus’ birth, follows this with an account of his public ministry mainly in Galilee, and concludes with his death and resurrection. A striking feature of the Gospel is that much of Jesus’ teaching is gathered into five major discourses that are located at strategic points in the narrative or story of his public ministry. The first is the ‘sermon on the mount’ in chapters 5–7, located after the temptation in the wilderness and the calling of his first disciples. The second is what commentators call the ‘missionary discourse’ in chapter 10, in the context of Jesus sending the disciples out on their first healing and preaching mission. This is followed by a discourse on parables and their function in chapter 13 and a discourse on community relationships in chapter 18. The series of discourses concludes with one on the final judgement in chapters 23–25, immediately before the account of Jesus’ passion, death and resurrection.


Another significant feature of Matthew’s presentation of Jesus is that he is the one who fulfils Old Testament prophecies and whose teaching completes the Torah or law (cf Jesus’ remark on Torah/law and prophecy in 5:17, part of the ‘sermon on the mount’). Readers will notice that the Gospel provides frequent references to prophetic and law texts, and debates with Jewish authorities about their meaning. The Gospel’s claim is that Jesus does not come to abolish the Torah but to fulfil it. The mystery of God is always unfolding its meaning in our world, a claim that is also made by the Old Testament. Important Old Testament titles such as Son of Man, Messiah/Christ, Son of David and Son of God are applied to Jesus and thereby assume a deeper meaning. While each title reveals something about his identity he transcends them all.


Matthew, and the other Gospels as well, never separate the person of Jesus from his teaching. His whole life—words and actions—proclaim his identity and mission to replace the false kingdom of Satan with the ‘kingdom of heaven’. The most visible sign of its presence is of course Jesus himself, whose words and actions testify to God’s unswerving commitment to bring to fulfilment the promise and hope of salvation voiced so often in the Old Testament. The foundational church that gathers around Jesus is assured it is one with him in being a sign of the kingdom of heaven on earth and that the rival kingdom of Satan/Hades will not prevail against it (cf 16:18). The church is able to resist the power of evil as Jesus resisted it in the account of the temptation in the wilderness.


Another important, and difficult, aspect of Matthew’s account is that the revelation of God’s purpose in the figure of Jesus triggers hostility and rejection, in particular among Jewish authorities. As this grows, the Gospel presents Jesus instructing his disciples about the nature of the kingdom (cf in particular the prominence of parables from ch 13 on) and warning them of his impending death. Contemporary scholarship holds that the Gospel was written in the late first century CE and may well reflect not only Jesus’ own experience but also the deepening rift between Judaism and early Christianity. Hostility is signalled early in Matthew’s infancy narrative (Herod’s massacre of the children) and reaches its climax in the plot to kill Jesus when he enters the holy city Jerusalem and preaches authoritatively in the temple. In a last supper with the disciples, he provides them with the gift of himself in the Eucharistic bread and wine before suffering a violent and humiliating death. While those who regard themselves as insiders (chief priests, scribes, elders) mock the one who has been finally ‘eliminated’, those who are regarded as outsiders (the centurion and his squad) profess ‘Truly this man was God’s Son’. This serves as another signal in the Gospel for what is to come. In the final scene (28:16-20), the now resurrected Son of God entrusts his universal mission to the disciples—the embryonic church. The ones who had themselves rejected and abandoned him to a man are still the chosen and trusted ones; an assurance that reconciliation and healing are offered to all no matter how distant they may see themselves, or how others may see them, in relation to Jesus.1











	1.


	For further reading, Brendan Byrne’s study of Matthew in the bibliography is recommended (Lifting the Burden: Reading Matthew’s Gospel in the Church Today [Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2004]).






















First Sunday of Advent


Isaiah 2:1–5; Romans 13:11–14; Matthew 24:37–44


As we begin a new liturgical year the church gives us a gospel that talks about the end, or at least the end of this earthly age. This may initially appear a little surprising but there is a reason for it: if we reflect on the end of things a bit we may be better prepared to launch into the new liturgical year and be more confident about the future. In other words it is likely there is more to this talk about our end than initially meets the eye and our readings should help us see something of it.


Jesus likening himself to a burglar provides a good starting point; if you offered people a selection of images of Jesus I doubt whether this one would be a favourite. Yet it makes two important points. The first is that there is no point trying to keep this burglar out of your ‘house’; he is quite unlike any other burglar and can break in at any time, anywhere. So you might as well accept this and get a good night’s sleep. Stop worrying. Why then the injunction to ‘stay awake’? Again I think there is more here than initially meets the eye. The gospel passage begins with Jesus saying that the Son of Man is surely coming to bring God’s purpose to an end or completion even though people may never give it a thought or reject it altogether. The great flood came because it was part of God’s purpose irrespective of what people thought and, according to Jesus’ version of it, most had no idea or couldn’t give a toss. Furthermore, when Jesus comes it will be with a definite purpose, although to the unknowing or uncaring eye it will look like sheer chance, no apparent reason why ‘of two men in the fields one is taken, one left’.


Within this context the injunction to ‘stay awake’ does not mean all night vigils. Rather, it means we should take care to keep two important things in mind. The first is that even though it may not look like it from a human perspective, God is bringing the divine purpose for creation to its completion in God’s good time. This should fuel hope. The second thing is that God knows exactly how and where we fit in and play our role in advancing the divine purpose (life is not chance or chaos). This should fuel faith. It also allows a second point to be made about Jesus as burglar. Unlike the common or garden variety prowling our suburbs, Jesus breaks into our ‘houses’ only for our good, not to rob or take away but to give, not to kill but to bestow life, not to instil fear but to tell us not to be afraid and to assure us that we are all invited to share in the kingdom of his father, our true home. Jesus will even invade the houses of those who most fear him and want to keep him as far away as possible, hoping that his words may convince them to change their lives.














Second Sunday of Advent


Isaiah 11:1–10; Romans 15:4–9; Matthew 3:1–12


I wonder how we would react if a person got up in church and spoke—as a new message—those words from Isaiah in the first reading. Would we welcome it or require an implementation ‘time–line’ beforehand? And what if a figure like John the Baptist appeared—again for the first time—dressed in strange clothes and shouting at us about the urgent need to repent as he does in today’s gospel reading. Would we listen or insist first on a decent dress code for speakers in church? Is it because we are so familiar with these passages that we have in a sense ‘domesticated’ them? Or is it because we think, or have been schooled to think, that the period of revelation was a ‘special’ almost magic time when these kinds of things happened? And, thank God, that period is over and we do not expect anything like that now. We live in the ‘post–revelation’ period where things are supposed to be stable and certainly not shocking.


But the same Spirit that stirred Isaiah and John is still in our midst and presumably still stirring the pot. And when you look at the core of their messages it is as fresh and as challenging today as it was in their day. What Isaiah sees that Israel (and the world) needs, and what he believes will happen in God’s good time, is the establishment of God’s justice. For the Judean monarchy in which he lived, this was embodied above all in the anointed king (Hebrew: messiah) who implemented God’s justice and made right judgments, as the passage emphasises. If and when this happens, Isaiah believes that Jerusalem, the holy mountain, will become like a marvellous farmyard where the most unlikely crew—domestic animals, wild animals and the farmer’s kids—all get on famously together. Not only that, all the nations will want to join in. In a word, it is all about relationships and in our global ‘village’ the ability to get on together becomes ever more crucial.


If Isaiah hopes for the perfect society, John the Baptist challenges his audience with one of the crucial necessities that will bring it about—change, or the appropriate gospel term, repentance (there is nothing necessarily positive about change in itself). This can be hard for those who are part of the establishment; in the gospel passages these are the Pharisees and Sadducees whom John singles out and challenges. The tendency is to think that it is the others who need change and repentance. Do we Christians tend to fall into this category at times, tending to think that we have got it together and it is the others who need to change? When I was growing up, the guilty outsiders were the communists, now it seems to be secular society. Whatever the case, John’s call to change may be even more urgent now than in his own day and affects us all, both ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’. Modern society faces major challenges on a number of fronts—abortion, medical ethics, family, environment, politics, etc.


If I am right then these texts that, from certain points of view, can appear alien and even ‘ridiculous’ are targeting two very basic things: the challenge to repent and to love one another. They look very ordinary but, as we know, they are in reality very radical because these are the hardest things to do, and to do consistently. It is hard to admit failure and our responsibility for it (repentance) and it is hard to ask forgiveness from those we have wronged (we need to trust them, love them and hope in them). But, as Paul says in the passage from Romans, ‘Everything that was written long ago in the Scriptures was meant to teach us something about hope’. These texts are in the Bible because God knows that we can do it, providing we trust in the help that God provides. Otherwise there would be no point having them in the Bible. We are called to be fully Christian and to build a fully Christian society on this earth but not for our sakes only, as Paul takes care to point out. Ultimately, the greatest thing we can do in our individual and community lives is ‘to give glory to God’, to show forth the powerful presence of God in our midst.














Third Sunday of Advent


Isaiah 35:1–6, 10; James 5:7–10; Matthew 11:2–11


Prophets and prophecy are the focus in this Sunday’s readings: they begin with a prophecy from the book of Isaiah, the letter of James holds prophets up as an example of patience, and in the reading from Matthew Jesus responds to the troubled enquiry from John the Baptist. Prophets were in a vulnerable situation in society, particularly when they proclaimed future judgment or salvation. They had nothing to rely on except their conviction that they had been called to proclaim a message. Those who proclaimed God’s judgment on a sinful people shortly before the exile could appeal to it as validation, or at least their disciples could. But, it is much trickier when it comes to predictions of salvation and a glorious future, as in today’s first reading. Old Testament Prophets made these grand promises but most never lived to see them realised. Yet they stood by their words. What motivated them to do so? Above all, it must have been their faith in God and in their prophetic vocation. That God had called them to proclaim this word was confirmation enough that this word of God would be realised in God’s good time. If not, they were following a sham god.


The Hebrew term for ‘word’ (dabar) can also mean thing and event. Hence the proclamation of a ‘dabar’ of God is a word that, in the act of being proclaimed, is creating or bringing about the event of which it speaks. The prophet’s task is to maintain fidelity to the one who commands that this creative word be spoken to the people. This is presumably what the letter of James refers to when it says ‘For your example, brothers, in submitting with patience, take the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord’. Prophets prophesied and then waited in patience like a farmer—yet they often never had the satisfaction of seeing the fruit. But prophecy, and discipleship in general, is about the fulfilment of God’s word and God’s purpose, not personal satisfaction.


But if one can say this about the prophets and hold them up as an example of faith and endurance, then we should also say the same about the people of Israel and hold them up as an example. Because it was they who preserved the prophet’s words long after his or her death and bequeathed them to us in the books that we now read. In that sense, they were just as inspired as the prophets.


For all their admirable patience and faith, prophets had their doubts at times. Jeremiah wonders about his vocation and Elisha is unsure whether or not he has received the spirit of Elijah in 2 Kings 2. Even worse, he initially botches the job of raising the son of the great lady of Shunem in 2 Kings 4. The reading from Matthew’s Gospel records the doubts of the greatest of the prophets, John the Baptist. He believed he had been commissioned to announce the kingdom of heaven as a great judgment and here is his promised judge handing out favours to all and sundry. The striking thing about Jesus’ comments on John is that he holds up the doubting, questioning baptiser as a model prophet, indeed more than a prophet. John’s doubts and questions arise precisely because he is so loyal to his vocation and his convictions about the message he preaches, and it is this to which Jesus draws the attention of his listeners. What is more, true loyalty to one’s vocation from God is not a rigid loyalty; it is open to whatever God wants one to say or do, not what one would prefer God to say or do. So Jesus can send John’s disciples back with a message that challenges John to revise his expectations, confident that John will accept it. John and his doubts and questions can help us accept that we receive more than we ever make, we are gifted with more than we can ever give, we are found rather than we find, discovered rather than we discover. We tend to try and make God in our image but Jesus comes to make us in God’s image.


Jesus’ final comment raises another important point about prophetic preaching and discipleship in general. One’s vocation is not about personal status or satisfaction but about advancing the kingdom of heaven, and one’s perfection lies in being loyal to this above all else. Prophecy, priesthood, parenthood, etc are there for the sake of populating the kingdom of heaven; hence the least in the kingdom is greater than any prophet, priest or king—and prophets, priests and kings who enter the kingdom will no doubt be the first to affirm this.














Fourth Sunday of Advent


Isaiah 7:10–14; Romans 1:1–7; Matthew 1:18–25


One of the more comforting aspects of our faith is that the gospels link Jesus via Joseph to the dodgy Davidic dynasty. You only have to open the books of Kings and read some stories about the Davidic monarchy to realise how many of its members are censured or condemned and how few are praised. In our reading from Isaiah we are given a glimpse of king Ahaz who, according to 2 Kings 16:2—4 was a bad lad indeed. As the verses preceding our Isaiah reading tell it, Ahaz is under siege from a northern coalition of Israel (the northern kingdom) and Syria (Aram) and he is scared (‘the heart of Ahaz … shook like the trees of the forest before the wind’). In place of fear, Isaiah urges trust in God (‘if you do not stand firm in faith, you will not stand at all’). I wonder whether there is a hint of sarcasm in Isaiah’s offer to ask for a sign ‘as deep as sheol or as high as heaven’.


We know from the Kings text that Ahaz sought protection from the Assyrian superpower in the crisis: something of this may lie behind his evasive reply. Isaiah knows his man and the fears and self–interest that drives him. His announcement of God’s decision shows that God was already planning protection for Judah against the invaders: ‘the young woman is with child and shall bear a son, and shall name him Immanuel (God–with–us)’. God is with the chosen people to bring about what is best for them but this may not be what Ahaz or the people have in mind at the time. The comforting thing about trawling through the Davidic dynasty is that Jesus was apparently quite happy to own them all as his ancestors; the bad as well as the good. The implication of this is that he is also happy to own us, despite all the bad we do. Surely a powerful motive to put away our fears.


According to our reading from Matthew’s Gospel, Joseph too was faced with a crisis that made him afraid and prompted him to make a decision. But Joseph redeems the Davidic line here. Unlike Ahaz, his fears were for Mary his betrothed, not for himself and his reputation. The angelic messenger plays the same role as Isaiah to Ahaz and urges him not to be afraid and to change his mind, to see God’s presence in a situation that Joseph’s culture would view as a disgrace. The basis for making this change adds an important element to the theology of Immanuel (God–with–us): the sign that God is indeed with us is that the child will be called Jesus (saviour) and that salvation will involve freeing his people from their sins. For readers of the gospel, ‘his people’ are all those who accept Jesus; through him God is with us all, both Jew and Gentile. The way Paul puts it in the reading from Romans, all the nations are called ‘to belong to Jesus Christ’, that is, to become one family of God’s beloved children.


All of us I think welcome the notion that God is with us but what are our thoughts about this seemingly simple and comforting statement as we approach the feast of Christmas? The thrust of the Bible, both Old and New Testaments, is that God is with us, completely and unconditionally. Despite all the failings of Israel in the Old Testament and the disciples in the New Testament, God never gives up on them. But there is of course another side to this statement that we need to take on board if we are serious about it. Given that God is completely with and for us, we need to be completely with and for God. We do not need to be like this for God to love us; we can only love God because God first loved us. But our response to that divine love should be to give our all to God. Our attempts to be loving may look pretty inadequate to us at times but Paul testifies in his letter to the Romans that the grace of Christ turned him from a hater of the church into a devoted lover and preacher of the good news. When we fear that our love is inadequate, we need to remember that the grace of Christ makes it—our love—delightful and precious in God’s eyes.














Christmas


Midnight Mass: Isaiah 9:1–7; Titus 2:1–14; Luke 2:1–14


It is appropriate that Luke’s account of the birth of Jesus gets pride of place in the readings for Christmas—at both the midnight and dawn masses. It is the most detailed account and is fascinating for the contrast it draws between our world and God’s. Luke begins with the census decreed by Caesar Augustus and how the chain of command in the vast Roman bureaucracy operates to implement the emperor’s word. It works its way out from the centre through ‘officials’ to the boundaries of the empire. One has the impression that Luke understands the Roman world pretty well and is not hostile to it. In many ways it is a familiar world to us moderns and our own vast bureaucracies. The number of people who commute each day to work in an office; the intricate chains of command; the names and numbers on computer screens that hopefully correspond to real people out there with their needs and demands. When the boss cracks the whip to get something done, we jump to it. So it is in Luke’s world; the chain of command reaches out from Rome to touch an unknown couple in a distant small corner of the empire and they set out to comply with the census decree. And, like our own systems that sometimes break down, Joseph and Mary ‘fall through the cracks’ of the Roman system and end up without accommodation. And Mary is expecting her first child.


Luke may respect Roman institutions but he sees their limitations. It is at this point that he develops his powerful contrast between the two worlds. Where the Roman world is focused on the centre—the emperor—God is focused on what that world would regard as irrelevant, the fringes. The seemingly insignificant couple Mary and Joseph and their baby become the moment and the locus of a decisive divine action. Whereas the chain of command in the Roman world operates only through tried and tested officials, God’s chain of command trusts everyone. God’s angel does not go scouring the earth to find a trustworthy messenger of the good news of Jesus’ birth: the nearest ones, a bunch of shepherds, will do just fine. Whereas Roman bureaucracy—and ours as well?—maintains loyalty through fear of penalties, the angel’s first word to the shepherds is ‘do not fear’. Whereas bureaucracies carefully guard their business deals from prying eyes, God has no secrets. The good news of the birth of the saviour is ‘to be shared by the whole people’. Whereas the nations of the world measure their worth in terms of power and wealth, the worth of God’s world is measured by a helpless baby. Finally, and it’s a nice Lucan touch, the shepherds (and the reader) are given a glimpse of the heavenly ‘office’ (the real ‘holy office’) where it’s party time; the whole heavenly host singing and praising God and rejoicing in the good fortune of us lowly human beings.


As well as drawing a contrast between the busyness of Caesar’s host and the heavenly host, there may be another point to Luke’s account here. The Roman empire had to set in train a complex and lengthy process to find out how many people there were under the emperor’s rule; how many over whom he had to maintain control. In contrast, God does not need a census, knowing each creature immediately and intimately; and not for the purpose of exercising control over them but in order to free them from the kind of slavery that human beings impose on others. The shepherds are free to decide whether they will go to Bethlehem or not: they make their decision ‘Let us go to Bethlehem and see this thing’. So it is with everyone that the saviour Jesus encounters both in his earthly and resurrected life: he frees us from the things that enslave us, that breed fear and hostility, so that we can make responsible decisions and that is surely what being human means. If we make free responsible decisions like the shepherds and act on them then, like the shepherds, we become part of the treasured staff of that heavenly ‘office’; note how Luke’s account of the shepherds’ glorifying and praising God ‘for all that they had heard and seen’ echoes closely his earlier description of the heavenly host.














Christmas


Vigil Mass: Isaiah 62:1–5; Acts 13:16–17, 22–25;
Matthew 1:1–25 or Matthew 1:18–25
Dawn Mass: Isaiah 62:11–12; Titus 3:4–7 Luke 2:15–20
Mass During the Day: Isaiah 52:7–10; Hebrews 1:1–6; John 1:1–18


One of the most striking features of the readings for Christmas is how differently the gospels describe the ‘advent’ of Jesus. Matthew prefaces his account with a genealogy that reaches back to Israel’s father in faith, Abraham and culminates in Joseph, descendant of the house of David and betrothed to Mary. Luke sets his account of the birth of Jesus in the context of a census of ‘the whole world’ decreed by the Roman emperor. The prologue to John’s Gospel portrays Jesus as the coming into the world of the heavenly, creative word of God. Each of the gospel accounts unveils a key aspect of the meaning of Christmas for us.


Matthew’s account, as I read it, announces Jesus as the one who heals time—our broken individual lives, the frayed threads of the history of Israel and the house of David, the fragmented histories of peoples of all times and places. Matthew’s genealogy is just too neat to be true, and no one knows this better than Matthew. On the surface he provides us with a perfectly structured three–fold set of fourteen generations but let’s look beneath the surface a little. In the first set of fourteen generations, the names that catch the eye are those of women and, when one reads the stories about them, they are unusual women to say the least. There is Tamar who begot children by her father–in–law Judah (Gen 38), Rahab the prostitute (Josh 2), and Ruth the Moabite (according to Deuteronomy 23 Moabites and Ammonites were to be forbidden entry to Israel’s liturgy; they epitomised the unworthy ‘foreigner’). In the second set we have Bathsheba; David raped her and had her husband Uriah, the foreigner, murdered. Then there is Solomon whose infidelities, according to 1 Kings 11, caused the fragmentation of David’s kingdom; readers can consult the accounts of subsequent divisive and disobedient scions of David such as Rehoboam, Abijam, Ahaz (the target of Isaiah’s censure), and Manasseh (a very bad egg indeed, according to 2 Kings 21). We know little about most of the figures in the third set of fourteen generations because, in comparison to their pre–exilic ancestors, they were apparently nobodies on the stage of history. None of them were able to restore royal rule: they are like the frayed ends of the Davidic line. Yet, these figures are all an integral part of Jesus’ Jewish ancestry and Jesus gladly owns them all, just as he embraces and heals the fragmented lives of our present generation and reaches out to all generations to come. As the angel says, ‘he will save his people from their sins’: his people are all God’s people. For Matthew, Jesus is the only one who can forge a perfect genealogy or family of humanity out of its feuding factions.


In Luke’s account the emphasis is on place. We live our earthly lives in time and place; just as time can unite or divide humanity so can place. Place plays such an important symbolic role in our relationships with one another: as the real estate agents say ‘it’s about location, location, and location’. One can hardly imagine a greater ‘distance’ than that between the Emperor Augustus in Rome, the centre of the then known world, and Mary and Joseph in far away Bethlehem—and not even in Bethlehem itself but apparently in a shepherd’s refuge or hut outside the town. This is living beyond the fringes. Yet the baby born in this ‘no–place’ is the one who, in Luke’s story, replaces the emperor as the central person at the centre of the world. But, in doing so Jesus effectively abolishes any sense of privilege or superiority that people attribute to themselves or others because they happen to occupy a certain position at a certain time. Anyone, anywhere and at anytime is able to become a treasured and loved disciple. Time and place retain their importance because they are the arena of the incarnation, our human arena. But the incarnation takes place or is meant to take place in the heart of every human being who lives his/her time and in his/her place.


If Matthew and Luke break down the barriers of time and place or rewrite their meaning, we might say that John’s prologue abolishes a third barrier that human beings erect, and it is the most important one—the divide between heaven and earth. We tend to think that God inhabits another ‘world’, the heavenly realm that is totally alien to ours. Every now and then God condescends to appear in our world. But I think John sets out to correct this perception. It arises because of the ‘sin of the world’, an affliction that causes a distorted perception of ourselves and of God. But John teaches, ‘all that came to be had life in him’. This Word of God, the Word that is God in whom we have life ‘was coming (always) into the world’ which is ‘his own domain’ and he ‘lived among us’ as one of us. There are not two separate worlds or, if in our distorted perception there are, God’s purpose is to show us that there is really only one, God’s ‘world’ in which we are to ‘become children of God’. For John, Jesus is the only one who can remove the barriers that impede our vision; then we will be able to see the glory of God in Jesus, the Word of God who is with us and has always been with us as he has always been with God. To put this another way, God became in our image and likeness in order to show us that we are in the image and likeness of God.
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Holy Family (Sunday after Christmas)


Sirach 3:2–6, 12–14; Colossians 3:12–21; Matthew 2:13–15, 19–23


This reading from Matthew’s Gospel concludes what we may call the story of the ‘Holy Family’. There is a brief reference to Jesus’ mother and brothers at the end of chapter 12 but, significantly, their request to see Jesus prompts him to describe the new family of discipleship that he has been sent to form. When we look a little more closely at Matthew’s cryptic account of Jesus’ birth and childhood what stands out is the series of fulfilments of Old Testament prophecies. As scholars have pointed out these combine with the opening genealogy to portray Jesus not only as a son of Abraham (the genealogy), but as Immanuel (God–with–us) in 1:23, Son of David in 2:6, the new Moses in 2:15, a new Jeremiah in 2:18 (cf Jer 31:15), and probably a new Samson in 2:23. This last reference is somewhat unsure because there is no Old Testament text that corresponds to the quote in 2:23 except perhaps the reference to Samson in Judges 13:5, 7. If this is the case, then Matthew has imaginatively linked the Hebrew term nazir (consecrated) to the town of Nazareth.


It is clear that Matthew has shaped his introduction to his Gospel to evoke key figures in the Old Testament and to allude to some key texts associated with them. Thus the account of the flight into Egypt and Herod’s massacre of children around Bethlehem (omitted from our reading) is designed to evoke Moses and the exodus. The reason for this presumably is that Matthew’s subsequent account will show how Jesus incorporates and at the same time transcends the significance of these great Old Testament figures. This in turn provides a clue about the purpose of his portrayal of the ‘Holy Family’. The focus is clearly on Jesus and not on Mary and Joseph: their roles are to advance God’s purpose as revealed in the child Jesus. Within Matthew’s Gospel one could say that this purpose is expressed most clearly in the passage referred to above: Matthew 12:46–50. God’s purpose, and that of Jesus, is to establish a new family of disciples; the brothers and sisters of Jesus. It is a striking feature of Jesus’ ministry and the early church that no privileged role is given to members of Jesus’ extended family: they seem to have been absorbed into the new family of the church. So different to the prominent position given to members of Moses’ family (Miriam the prophet, Aaron the priest) in the Torah and to the family of Mohammed in Islam.


Does this mean that the importance of the ‘Holy Family’ and the family in general is demeaned in Christianity and does this create problems for the church’s mission in our world? It seems to me that Christians must find their primary family among the disciples of Jesus (‘unless you hate father or mother you cannot be my disciple’, and ‘where two or three are gathered together in my name there I am in the midst of them’). On the one hand this means that it does not matter whether you come from a stable family with a mum and dad or not. All disciples are equally members of the family of Jesus, no matter what their background may be. On the other hand, one can also say that the natural family of mum, dad and the kids can only find its true identity and purpose within the context of the family of disciples. One might like to see the passage from Colossians as a portrait of how this family should live. If one treats discipleship as a handy accessory that can be ‘added on’ to my family and career, then the gospel warns that such discipleship will wither and die. In seeking to do so, the members of the family are like Mary and Joseph who learned that they had to place their commitment to Jesus and his mission above any expectations that they may have had of their marriage and family plans.


If this is a fair interpretation of the gospel message then it singles out marriage and the family as the truly heroic vocation of our age—at least. Parents (and their children) are called to act on the conviction that their true identity as a family is to be found, not within their own circle and its interests, but within that of discipleship of Jesus—and the disciples of Jesus are not to be identified exclusively with the members of the church. They are called to do this in a world that tends to speak of career rather than vocation, of status rather than service, of the ‘nuclear family’ rather than the family of humanity, and that sees religion as a private matter, a useful ‘add–on’ for weekends perhaps. Families that seek to live the vocation of the ‘Holy Family’ are foregoing a powerful and seductive view of family life for the sake of the gospel.














Mary Mother of God


Numbers 6:22–27; Galatians 4:4–7; Luke 2:16–21


The famous blessing in Numbers that Aaron and his sons are to pronounce over the people of Israel celebrates the greatest boundary ‘violation’ that the Old Testament could conceive: God dwelling on earth among the people. It is a big moment and the Old Testament provides a long prelude to it.


The Bible begins with a story of boundary violation; Adam and Eve wanting to transcend the human condition and be like God. Paradoxically, this boundary violation creates a barrier between them and God from whom they now hide. Just before the flood story, there is in Genesis 6:1–4 a brief report about the ‘sons of God’ begetting children via the ‘daughters of men’. The report is cryptic but the message is clear enough: this mixing of the divine and human is just not on for the Old Testament, partly because rituals of this kind went on in the cultures round about Israel. The Torah spends considerable effort to ensure that the people know their place in relation to God and keep it. Yet in a typical Torah move, once appropriate boundaries have been established between God and Israel so that Israel knows its place as God’s creature, though chosen by God, the text sets about showing how certain ones can be crossed on God’s authority: intimacy with God on God’s terms. Moses, Aaron and 70 representatives of the people are invited to ascend mount Sinai and dine in God’s presence. Then, in a climactic move (Exod 25:8), Moses is instructed to build a sanctuary so that God may dwell in Israel’s midst—God pitches his tent (shekinah) among the Israelites in order to bring them blessing.


Despite the intimacy symbolised by the tabernacle/tent (God’s dwelling) in the midst of Israel, the feast that we celebrate today would be regarded in Old Testament eyes as the ultimate boundary violation between divine and human, a kind of revisiting of Genesis 6:1–4. The notion that a woman could be the mother of God is an extraordinary, even outrageous, one when you think about it. How can the time–bound, location–bound and fleeting human life of a woman mother an infinite, eternal, transcendent God? Yet it is due in part to the Old Testament conviction that the transcendent God is thereby able to be completely immanent (and vice–versa) that Christianity is in turn able to articulate its belief that Mary as the mother of Jesus is thereby also the mother of God.


The Church’s proclamation about Mary also stems from its faith proclamation about Jesus. Because we believe he is God, Mary as his mother must therefore be the mother of God (in the Greek church the preferred term is theotokos or ‘God–bearer’). Our belief that Mary is the virgin mother of Jesus acknowledges the divine initiative in his conception and his divinity. Hence the frequent use of the phrase ‘the virgin mother of God’.


In an important way therefore, the feast of Mary as the mother of God celebrates the removal of the last boundary or barrier between the divine and the human—done of course on God’s initiative, not ours. Its removal does not mean that the difference between human and divine is blurred or obliterated. Far from it. According to the Old Testament narratives, the attempt to transcend the human condition on our terms ends up creating more problems than it solves. We become more divided from God and from ourselves. Ironically, in our desire to transcend boundaries or barriers between ourselves and the person or thing we desire we end up erecting more in their place. When God removes these barriers through the life and grace of Christ, we are finally able to see ourselves and our relationship with God in its true light, not the distorted feeble light of our own making.


Another important aspect of Mary as mother of God is that she exemplifies the dynamic purpose of this relationship between God and ourselves. Being the mother of God involved her full cooperation in the purpose of God; in other words, her discipleship (‘let it be done to me according to your word’). Luke notes on several occasions that Mary ‘treasured all these things and pondered on them in her heart’. As mother, Mary conceived the Word of God in her womb and brought him forth for the world. Jesus, as son of God and son of Mary gives his life in order to make us sons and daughters of God. Hence, she is not only the mother of God but our mother as well. As disciple, Mary conceives the word of God in her heart and brings it forth in her life for the world. She is not only the faithful disciple of Jesus but our model of discipleship as well.














The Epiphany


Isaiah 60:1–6; Ephesians 3:2–3, 5–6; Matthew 2:1–12


Most of us have had the experience of cruising along on our chosen path of life when, somewhat unexpectedly, a person appears whose presence we sense may have massive implications for our life. Do we welcome this person as someone from whom we can learn and hopefully change, or do we see him or her as a rival whose potential influence needs to be countered or eliminated in some way? The more we see ourselves as like a ‘king’ or ‘queen’ in our domain, the more we may feel we have to gain from the newcomer—or lose.


The contrast between Matthew’s portrayal of the three wise men and king Herod fits rather well into this scenario. The ‘epiphany’, the manifestation or appearance of Jesus, poses a challenge to those with power and prestige. The wise men are evidently men of standing and wealth in their society and Matthew does not give their number. The traditional number of three is presumably derived from the three gifts (gold, frankincense and myrrh) that they offer the Christ child. But Matthew may have envisaged a considerable number, a large group of prestigious foreigners that would cause a stir in Herod’s kingdom. They come to pay the newborn child homage, are overwhelmed with joy on seeing him and immediately fulfill their commitment. This is the one who will bring true wisdom to the world and they are ready to acknowledge their dependence on him and his teaching.


In contrast, the reaction of Herod to the wise men and their news is one of fear, because they refer to the newborn child as ‘the infant king of the Jews’. I come from a farming background and there is a saying among farmers that there is never enough room for two bulls in the same paddock. Herod is king of the Jews and he is not about to share his domain with another, much less hand it over. Hence, he must move immediately, in a deceptive way, to eliminate what he sees as a rival. But of course, as Matthew portrays Jesus, he is no threat to Herod’s earthly kingdom; Jesus is the one who comes to enable all, in whatever path of life they walk, whether it be as a servant or a ruler, to achieve their full humanity as sons and daughters of God.


But, in order to fulfill this mission, Jesus must manifest himself to all, even those who reject him and kill him. The fact that his epiphany or appearance is not a threat to anyone but rather their salvation is graphically demonstrated in the way he prays for and forgives those who put him to death. The epiphany of Jesus caused Herod to be afraid and to plan to eliminate the ‘other’ king whom he saw as the source of his fear. But Jesus comes to take away our fear and enable divided humanity to build a new community based on love and trust. As the letter to the Ephesians puts it so well ‘it means that pagans now share the same inheritance, that they are parts of the same body, in Christ Jesus’.


In principle, we are all ready and willing to accept the ‘manifestation’ of Jesus in our lives because we believe, in the words of Isaiah, that he is the light that has come, the glory of the Lord rising in our midst. But of course, it can be tricky to discern just where this presence of Jesus is being made manifest in our lives and in what form. We might think that, after 2,000 years of tradition, we know the score pretty well. But, the Word of God is ‘ever old and ever new’ and has an uncanny knack of surprising us and catching us out. We pray for the wisdom of the wise men to discern the presence of our king and to welcome him into our lives; his presence may not take the form we want but it may be the one we need.














Baptism of the Lord


Isaiah 42:1–4, 6–7a; Acts 10:34–38; Matthew 3:13–17


Two key elements of the Bible’s portrayal of God are transcendence and immanence. Only an utterly transcendent God can also be completely immanent, reaching anyone at any time anywhere. By the same token, a God who is completely immanent, totally present to me at this moment, must also be completely transcendent, otherwise a fake god. The feast of the Baptism of Jesus celebrates the immanent side with a vengeance, so much so that Matthew’s account (as do the other evangelists’ accounts in different ways) hastens at strategic points to signal Jesus’ transcendence. It would seem that the tradition about Jesus’ baptism both enthralled and disturbed the early church. How could the son of God participate fully in a rite that identified you as a repentant sinner, at a distance, as it were, from God?


The first signal comes with Matthew’s report that John the Baptist tried to dissuade Jesus by proclaiming that he was the one in need of baptism, not Jesus. Jesus’ reply combines two things. One is that John’s rite of baptism is in no way to be changed for him—he will be baptised like everybody else. The second signals what his baptism means, it is in order to ‘do all that righteousness demands’. It is a sign of Jesus’ complete commitment to God’s will to bring about righteousness for humanity. Hence, Jesus joins in solidarity with all sinners to provide the freedom from sin that the washing in water signifies. As the preface for the feast expresses it: ‘Jesus was baptised in waters made holy by the one who was baptised’.


The second signal accompanies Jesus’ emergence from the Jordan: the heavens are opened and Jesus sees the Spirit descending like a dove. Although in the scene that Matthew constructs Jesus is the only one to see the dove, the reader is made privy to this ‘private revelation’, thereby being assured that Jesus’ entry into the ‘tomb’ of the water is the work of the transcendent God in heaven. The third signal is the voice of God that follows. The addressee is unspecified and so open–ended but the purpose of the voice is to identify the one who has expressed complete solidarity with sinners as ‘my Son, the Beloved’.


In a subtle touch, these words of God allude to the famous text on the ‘servant’ in the book of Isaiah, our first reading (the Greek word pais can double as ‘servant’ and ‘son’). It is a most appropriate allusion because of the way the manner and goal of the servant’s mission are outlined. Given that, in its Old Testament context, this text refers to Israel, the description of its mission marks a massive shift away from the traditional notion of how God (and Israel) deals with foreign nations. Customary expectations of conquest and glory are overturned. Likewise, the manner of Jesus’ mission shocked his contemporaries, prompting John the Baptist to send a delegation to ask whether Jesus was indeed the one whose coming he proclaimed, and prompting Peter to remonstrate with Jesus (‘Lord, this must never happen to you’).


In a similar vein, the goal of the servant Israel’s mission is not to mount a throne of power and prestige but to enter the dark dungeons of the nations, to free captives and let people see the light. The goal of Jesus’ mission, whom we believe fulfills the mission of Isaiah’s servant, is nicely captured by Peter’s words in the second reading from Acts. God ‘does not have favourites’ and loves all equally. Peter has come to this conviction via his own, at times, troubling experience as a disciple and by witnessing how ‘Jesus went about doing good and curing all who had fallen into the power of the devil’.


The highly condensed references to Father, Son and Spirit in Matthew’s account of the baptism point to another important theological element. In the rite of baptism, our immersion in water and emergence from it signifies the discarding of our ‘old’ sinful life and the putting on of a ‘new’ life that is a sharing in the life of the Trinity. Father Son and Holy Spirit are equally involved (immanent) in freeing us from our sinful selves in order that we may become heirs to the their divine (transcendent) life.














First Sunday of Lent


Genesis 2:7–9; 3:1–7; Romans 5:12–19 or 5:12, 17–19;
Matthews 4:1–11


That first reading from Genesis is about us, that we are all suckers for the advertising blurb in one way or another, all enslaved in some way to the seduction of sin. The season of Lent reminds us of this, painfully at times, but also offers the promise of liberation from our enslavement. In reading the ‘Garden Story’ I follow the modern view that it is about humanity as such; it reflects the mythical way of philosophising via storytelling before the advent of the philosophical treatise. The story form offers more flexibility in some ways than formal argument; as well as this it is always helpful to illustrate an argument with examples (stories). Our Old Testament story supplies both the example and the argument. The serpent’s spiel represents that clever sales pitch that we fall for even as we protest we have seen through it (buy this and you will look divine; eat this and you will live to a 100; read this and I swear you will never see things the same way again). The ironical outcome of the couple’s acceptance of this sales pitch is that things indeed are no longer seen the same way. Humanity’s attempt to transcend its condition or situation on its own terms (to be free) leads to its opposite. The couple that hoped to be ‘like God’ behaves in a very ungodlike way, as frightened, vulnerable creatures who hide from each other behind leaves. Likewise, they try to hide from God, but in vain because God comes looking for them.


The message of the story is that one cannot escape this troubled situation by one’s own efforts; to try and do so is simply to re–enact the story in one’s own life. Our human condition is an enslavement from which we need to be delivered. The one who can deliver us must be supremely free in the biblical sense, where freedom means that one has a right relationship with God and that this relationship infuses all other relationships. Matthew’s account of Jesus’ temptation in the desert portrays him as the righteous one who, though tempted in every way that we are, remains supremely free because he maintains a right relationship with God.


In typical storytelling fashion, there are three temptations (three examples) that provide a torah or instruction for readers. The first clearly echoes the Garden Story with its temptation to transcend the human condition on one’s own terms, to ‘turn these stones into loaves’. Jesus’ response to each temptation is to quote a passage from the torah (Deuteronomy) and to act in accord with it. In relation to the first temptation his response is to act only in accordance with God’s will. The text’s claim is that the words God has spoken in the Bible provide enough for us to decide what God’s will is in our lives. We decide what God’s will is because that is what God wants us to do: to listen to the Word and make an honest response. It is part of our dignity as God’s children.


The second temptation attempts to get ‘under’ Jesus’ reliance on God’s word by targeting the trust on which it is based. The temptation to have experiential ‘proof’ that God cares and looks after us can be acute at times but its outcome, like the outcome of the failure of trust in the Garden story, is destructive. If a spouse continually seeks proof of the other’s love, the relationship is likely to collapse under the pressure. How can you demand proof of love unless you first define what you mean by it, in which case you have taken control of the other person and demeaned and enslaved him or her? Jesus will not put God to the proof. The final temptation raises the question of an alternative to one’s relationship with God. Can anything in this world justify such a move? The biblical answer is a resounding no! because of its conviction that no other relationships are really possible without a relationship to God. It forms the basis of all others and is the base on which God wants to build a rich human life.


As in the ‘Garden Story’, God comes looking for us as we hide in the garden, trying to escape—such is our distorted perception of God and ourselves. God not only wants to free us from our affliction and enslavement but to enrich us in a way that makes all the wealth of the world pale into insignificance. The reading from Romans underscores the difference via a series of statements ‘if it is certain that … it is even more certain that … ’ Seduced by the serpent, Eve and Adam saw God as mean, withholding what was their ‘right’. In contrast Paul, who has been freed from his own enslavement by the grace of Christ, writes of the abundant gifts that God desires to shower on us. We need to face our sinfulness honestly and Lent is the season for this, but we also need—perhaps even more—to see it is a season in which our generous God seeks us out, bearing abundant gifts even though we do not deserve them.
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Second Sunday of Lent


Genesis 12:1–4; 2 Timothy 1:8–10; Matthew 17:1–9


The transfiguration is a dramatic scene and its context in Matthew’s Gospel is suitably dramatic; a telling one for the season of Lent (Mark’s context is similar, Luke’s somewhat different). It is preceded by Peter’s confession of faith and Jesus’ subsequent rebuke ‘Get behind me, Satan’ when Peter tries to dissuade Jesus from his purpose. Jesus then instructs the disciples about the nature of discipleship—it involves taking up one’s cross and losing one’s life. There is a sense of urgency and finality about the decision to follow Jesus because, as he goes on to say, the ‘Son of Man’ is to come and repay each one for his/her deeds; in fact this will happen to some of those present. Equally dramatically, the transfiguration is followed by the disciples’ question about Elijah and Jesus’ reply that Elijah has already come, has been rejected and persecuted, just as Jesus himself will be.


It is with good reason that Matthew sets the transfiguration as a beacon of blazing light in the midst of this apparent darkness. The very disciple whom a few verses before is referred to as ‘Satan’ gets to join his fishing partners on the mountain and see Jesus in glory, his shining face recalling the way Moses’ face shone whenever he went into the tent of meeting (Ex 34). In the sermon on the mount, Jesus is the new Moses who proclaims a teaching that fulfils the purpose of the Torah. In the transfiguration on the mount, Jesus is again cast as the new Moses whose transformed visage and clothing signals the presence of God. And again there is continuity and fulfillment. Whereas Moses’ face signaled the presence of God in the tent, the completely transfigured Jesus signals the presence of God—in him.


Understandably, Peter seeks to ‘fit’ Jesus within the established parameters of Torah and Prophecy and proposes three tents: one for Moses (Torah), one for Elijah (Prophets) and one for Jesus. But a tent is a temporary home for those on a journey whereas the journey and its goal has been reached on this mountain in the person of Jesus. He is the presence of God among us as indicated by the cloud (the sign of God’s presence in the tent at Sinai and during the desert journey) and by the heavenly voice that identifies Jesus as ‘my Son, the beloved’. The withdrawal of Moses and Elijah from the scene is another way of pointing to Jesus as the unique presence of God, as the one who now speaks the word of God. As once the people of Israel were enjoined to listen to the Torah (represented by Moses), and to Prophecy as its authentic proclamation and interpretation (represented by Elijah), so now they are to ‘listen to him’.


The context of our gospel invites a further reflection. Is the ‘world’ portrayed on the mountain a kind of magical, ideal world whereas the real world, our world, is awaiting Jesus and the disciples when they descend the mountain? I don’t think this is what Matthew has in mind. As he portrays it, the real world is the one with God on the mountain and Jesus descends the mountain to continue his work of transforming the ‘unreal world’ of sin and corruption that we have made. In God’s eyes it is not fit for human habitation and God is bent on doing something about it.


As Lent comes round again we are challenged, however reluctantly, to face our flawed selves. It can be depressing to realise how little we have advanced since last year and that perhaps we have even regressed. The call to discipleship is indeed demanding and we fail—like Peter and like the disciples. Yet, like Satan Peter, we are invited up the mountain into the company of Jesus as the dwelling place of God. We may be afraid because of our inadequacies and our failures, we may fear that we will never be welcome in God’s presence. But the gospel passage tells how Jesus comes and touches the disciples, assuring them ‘not to be afraid’. The yearly return of the season of Lent assures us in its turn that this invitation is made again and again. It is never withheld because, as the second letter to Timothy says, ‘this grace had already been granted to us in Christ Jesus, before the beginning of time’. The author of this letter, if it was Paul, is supremely confident that the power of God can transfigure us and enable us to step out of the shadows cast by our present and past and live by the light of Christ.


The transforming light of Christ that shines so warmly into the cold and dark of human lives is reflected nicely in the reading from Genesis 12, the text that tells how it all began. The call of Abraham is also set within a context of darkness and human failure—the stories of Genesis 2—11. Abraham’s mission is to be the bearer of blessing to all the families of the earth. The story of Israel begins on a positive note; the mission will succeed. The only negative note is struck by the remark that—in the Hebrew—‘I will bless those who bless you, the one who curses you I will curse’. This text envisages the overwhelming majority enjoying God’s blessing.
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Third Sunday of Lent


Exodus 17:3–7; Romans 5:1–2, 5–8;
John 4:5–42 or 4:5–15, 19–26, 39, 40–42


One of the challenges of life is maintaining the right distinction between what I would call boundaries and barriers. As we know to our regret in the church, we need to respect appropriate boundaries so that mature and enduring relationships between men and women, laity and clergy, adults and children may flourish. But there are barriers that impede the formation of relationships and which should be removed. Our readings this Sunday deal with two key ones. The reading from Exodus tackles the barrier that is ‘erected’ when trust ‘breaks down’. The reading from John’s Gospel tackles the barrier of religion.


In our Exodus narrative, the people lose trust in the promise that God and Moses are leading them to freedom in the land—despite in the story having experienced deliverance at the sea. Trust can become vulnerable when challenged by fear (no water) or the unknown (the wilderness). Once trust starts to break down, the focus of attention shifts to oneself (note the reference to ‘I’ first, then the kids and the cattle). One also starts to blame the other in the relationship and to make demands: is the Lord with us or not? A distorted perception of Moses and God develops and this exacerbates the sense of a barrier or distance between the people and God. One story even has the people prefer slavery in Egypt over journeying with God through the desert, such is their distorted perception of reality (Nb 11:4—6). The outcome of such a breakdown of trust is that one looks for another relationship: hence the golden calf apostasy at Sinai. The ‘murmuring stories’ paint a brutally honest portrait of ancient Israel, no doubt an urgent ‘torah’ for the reader about the importance of maintaining trust in God, even in the most desperate of circumstances (such as the exile).


If the Exodus text is about the erection of barriers that divide, the Gospel text from John is about the dismantling of them. The barrier between Jew and Samaritan ran deep; it affected even the most basic things that human beings need to share, such as water. In response to Jesus’ initiative in asking for a drink, the barriers immediately go up via the woman’s questions. The implication is that this encounter will be marked, like other encounters between Jew and Samaritan, by distance, disagreement and even hostility. We can even slip into a mentality where such things are not only expected but enjoyable and we resist any change to the ‘status quo’. But Jesus’ mission is to change the status quo, the way we like to see things however distorted they are. His response is to offer the woman another perspective on things. From this perspective (‘if you only knew’) she would gladly discard the barrier between them because she would see him as he truly is: a messenger from God bearing gifts (‘you would have been the one to ask and he would have given you living water’). As this delightful story unfolds, the woman discovers (or is led to?) the identity of Jesus, first by a question (‘are you greater than our father Jacob’?), then by a request for a share of his gift (‘some of that water’) and thirdly by a recognition (‘you are a prophet’). This follows his ‘revelation’ that he knows her whole life. But Jesus’ revelation of his divinely inspired insight is not done for a negative or hostile purpose (the barrier theme) but for a positive one (he identifies her as one who speaks the truth).


Now that she accepts Jesus speaks with divine authority the barrier between Jew and Samaritan can be dismantled, again by Jesus leading her to see things from another perspective (‘those who worship must worship in spirit and truth’). When she professes her faith in the Messiah to come Jesus reveals his divine identity to her (ego eimi; ‘I am’). The barrier erected in the name of religion is removed and the woman becomes a messenger of the good news to her fellow Samaritans. Jesus’ disciples return and, not surprisingly, operate behind the old barrier. Jesus urges them to look again (from his perspective) and see that the barrier has gone, the Samaritans are thronging across the fields; a great harvest that ‘you had not worked for’. The story ends with the report that many Samaritans believed and that Jesus stayed with them. In Christ there is no longer Jew or Samaritan; in the words of our reading from Romans ‘by faith we are judged righteous and at peace with God’. The absence of peace is marked by division, its presence by communion, above all by communion with God.














Fourth Sunday of Lent


1 Samuel 16:1, 6–7, 10–13; Ephesians 5:8–14;
John 9:1–41 or 9:1, 6–9, 13–17, 34–38


The first half of John’s Gospel has been well named by scholars as the ‘book of signs’. Within chapters 2—12 Jesus works a number of signs that call for faith and challenge those who think they have faith. Our story of the man born blind is a particularly important and intriguing ‘sign’. Jesus says of him that ‘he was born blind so that the works of God might be displayed in him’. He then cures him and he becomes, in the words of some of the Pharisees, one of the ‘signs like these’. But his transformation from physical blindness to sight is only part of his role as a ‘sign’, one in whom the works of God are displayed. What makes this story particularly important within John’s Gospel is the man’s journey of faith and his proclamations of faith and honesty as his story unfolds. As a model of the true disciple and a reflection of Jesus’ own journey in John’s Gospel, the man maintains faith and speaks the truth in a series of encounters with people who challenge him in a variety of ways—and thereby tempt him to deny or dilute faith. One could almost say that the sequence of highly condensed scenes typifies most of the ‘situations’ that challenge our faith.


We can imagine that the temptation to slip away from his past is quite acute when he realises that even his neighours are not sure he is the same person. But, he acknowledges that he is the one and names the man who healed him. Likewise, it would be easier to avoid trouble with the Pharisees when they ask for his opinion of Jesus by making the same answer he gave earlier when asked where Jesus was—‘I do not know’. But he does not and confesses that ‘he is a prophet’. According to the third scene, his family effectively abandons him and he has to face the consequences of his professions of faith all alone; the one against the many. In the fourth scene, he is surrounded by the ‘Jews’, the term John uses for those who, among his own people, are most hostile to Jesus and his mission. Here it is a case of the many against the one.


Another intriguing feature of this story is that, as the pressure grows on the man and he is more isolated and surrounded by ‘enemies’ (to use an Old Testament term), the focus on Jesus becomes more intense and the decision to remain or not remain his disciple more acute. The Jews proclaim that Jesus is a sinner; the man replies that his unique healing power is a sign that he must come from God.


Life is about decisions. Paul knows that he cannot address the details of each person’s life in the church at Ephesus: to claim to do so would impinge on people’s freedom. Instead he exhorts them to try and discover what is pleasing to the Lord, a process that involves making decisions. There is no avoiding this basic human reality: not to make a decision is still a decision so why try and avoid it? John’s Gospel today teaches that making the right decisions about Jesus and about ourselves does not ensure an easy ride; more likely it will be the reverse. But just when we may think that our decisions, our commitments, have caused us to be completely isolated and abandoned—perhaps by those whom we love most—this Gospel story from John tells us that the one who matters most, Jesus, is with us in our isolation. When Jesus hears that they have driven the man away he finds him; he singles him out so that this story may be told about him as one in whom the works of God are displayed. He has indeed become a new man, a new creation, something that is perhaps signaled at the beginning of the story where Jesus’ cure of his blindness echoes the creation of the human being from the ground in Genesis 2. Another key component of God’s work in this man is that he stands as a warning to those of us who think that we see clearly but in reality are blind, our vision distorted by the kinds of things that the season of Lent invites us to tackle and assures us can be removed—like cataracts!


But, the Bible does not provide any magic way of making decisions and it tells stories where even the most graced and wise of Israel’s leaders get it wrong—in good faith of course. Take the reading from 1 Samuel as an example. Samuel, one of Israel’s most revered prophets, makes the wrong decision about the Lord’s anointed one. In the story, God corrects him and things come to a satisfactory resolution. We will make blunders at times but as long as we are seeking for the truth and acting in honesty, we grow in faith and wisdom and the works of God are manifest in us.














Fifth Sunday of Lent


Ezekiel 37:12–14; Romans 8:8–11; John 11:1–45
or 11:3–7, 17, 20–27, 33–45


A number of themes in John’s Gospel converge in the story of Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead and all we can do here is highlight some of them. Whichever way you look at this story it provides plenty of material for a homily.


This is the last sign or work in what many scholars call the ‘book of signs’ in the gospel (1:19—12:50), the sign above all that points to Jesus’ passion, death and resurrection in the ‘book of glory’ (13:1—20:31). In the preceding chapter, Jesus presents himself as the good shepherd who lays down his life for his sheep (10:11–18). In chapter 11 he risks his life by going to Bethany near Jerusalem to raise his friend Lazarus from the dead. News of this miracle firms the resolve of the Jewish authorities that Jesus must die: and so he lays down his life for his sheep.


A link with the theme of glory is provided by Jesus’ comment when he receives news of Lazarus’s illness: he says that ‘this illness does not lead to death; rather it is for God’s glory so that the Son of God may be glorified through it’. There are layers of meaning embedded in this statement. It initially looks misleading because, as the story unfolds, Lazarus’s illness does indeed lead to his death. But, in raising Lazarus from the dead Jesus manifests the glory of God, the one who has power over life and death. This will be manifested fully in the death and resurrection of Jesus himself.


But there is more. As already noted, the act of raising Lazarus leads to Jesus’ own death in being raised on the cross. Paradoxically, this repulsive death will become the great sign of God’s love for the world and will ‘draw all people to myself’ (12:32) because ‘the ruler of this world will be driven out’. The revelation of God’s saving purpose for humanity is the glory of God and in this God’s son is also glorified. The victory over death is not primarily over physical death but the ‘real death’ that the world suffers from because of its enslavement to the powers of this world that are exposed in the ‘sin of the world’.


This connection between the story of Lazarus and the passion, death and resurrection of Jesus ushers in another important theme, the massive difference between resuscitation and resurrection.1 Lazarus is raised back to life in this world and will die again like any mortal; resurrection is a rising to eternal life free of the powers of death that disfigure and demean our human life. In the story this difference is expressed in two ways. One is via the exchange between Jesus and Martha that climaxes with Jesus’ proclamation ‘I am the resurrection’. The other is the dramatic way in which Lazarus comes forth from the tomb bound hand and foot in the shrouds of death and has to be released. In contrast, when the disciples discover the empty tomb on Easter morning, the shrouds of death are found rolled up and in their place, a sign that the one who was wrapped in them has, without any evidence of a struggle, freed himself from the bonds of death.


Granted that this is a fair reading of the story, there is a danger that this line of thinking demeans the drama and disaster of Lazarus’s illness and death—in short the dissolution that is our physical end. It merely provides a setting, an occasion for the key proclamation about Jesus’ glorification. However, as I read the story, the evangelist is well aware of this danger and deftly counters it by the way he portrays Jesus’ involvement in Lazarus’ death and the mourning that accompanies it. The death of this friend and the grief of his sisters move Jesus deeply to grieve with them. One commentator notes that men in those times did not normally weep at a death; this was the role of women. Jesus’ break with custom is a manifestation of his solidarity and sympathy with the bereaved.2 In theological terms, we might also say the story is subtly combining the notions of transcendence and immanence. The transcendent one, the Son of God, is able to enter fully into the profound sorrow and loss that human beings feel at the death of a loved one. If this is the case with Lazarus, then it is also the case with each human life. And if the life and death of Lazarus is the locus of a manifestation of the glory of Jesus and the Father, then so must it also be with the life and death of each one of us, only more so because our death leads not to resuscitation but resurrection.











	1.


	In an apparent oversight, the New Jerusalem Bible introduces our story with the heading ‘The Resurrection of Lazarus’!







	2.


	Cf Teresa Okure’s comment in her commentary on John’s Gospel in The International Bible Commentary (Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 1998) 1482.






















Palm Sunday of the Passion


Isaiah 50:4–7; Philippians 2:6–11;
Matthew 26:14–27:66 or 27:11–54


Matthew’s account of Jesus’ passion and death is marked at strategic points by references to the fulfillment of the Scriptures. This is in keeping with the rest of the gospel, in particular the account of Jesus’ birth with which the gospel begins. The account commences with the report that Judas betrayed him for thirty pieces of silver: when Judas returns the money later, prompting the priests to buy the potter’s field, we learn that this is in fulfillment of a prophecy in the book of Jeremiah. Jesus foretells that his disciples will abandon him, again in fulfillment of the Scriptures. Peter and the disciples proclaim (sic prophesy) that they will never abandon Jesus but their prophecy has only human backing and fails ‘to be fulfilled’. Their desertion of Jesus reveals the emptiness of prophecies that do not come from God. How often do we human beings make grand predictions and prophecies about ourselves and our world, only to see the emptiness of them in due course.


Again, when Jesus is arrested in the garden, he appeals to the Scriptures to forbid the use of violence on his behalf. The way of the cross, the way of non–violence in the face of violence, is the way of God and it fulfills the Scriptures. This amounts to a massive claim in relation to some violent Old Testament texts such as in the book of Joshua (Hebrew for ‘saviour’). The servant passages in the book of Isaiah show that ancient Israelites differed in their understanding of how God triumphs over evil and oppression. The fact that these differing views are present in the Bible suggests that those who put the final product together thought it wise to include them for our reflection rather than adjudicate between them.


In the trial scene before the high priest, the key issue is the truth and authority of Jesus’ own prophecies. False witnesses are paraded to accuse the true prophet of false and blasphemous prophecies. In response, Jesus prophesies that they will see the fulfillment of his prophecy about the exaltation of the ‘Son of Man’. The scene ends dramatically with Jesus being mocked as a prophet. Such disputes about prophecy and its fulfillment are not so appropriate in the trial before Pilate, a pagan. In their place, Matthew portrays Jesus as fulfilling the prophecy of the suffering servant of Isaiah 52:13—53:12 who remains silent before his accusers. Jesus’ silence amazes Pilate, in fulfillment of the prophecy in Isaiah that nations and kings will be amazed and reduced to silence before the servant. Finally, on the cross Jesus invokes the opening words of the famous Psalm 22, ‘my God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ Jesus is one with all those who cry out in lament to God from a situation of powerlessness and oppression. The one who can enter so completely into the situation of lament is the one who can rescue us from our lamentable situations (the fulfillment of the prayer of lament).


Why this focus on the fulfillment of Scripture? No doubt there is more than one reason but surely an important one is to signal that Jesus’ passion and death is more than what it appears to be on the surface—the result of hostility, intrigue, fear and violence. Rather, it is the high point of God’s purpose for humanity and the Scriptures (both the Old Testament and Jesus’ own words) testify that God’s purpose is salvation. The astonishing thing is that even those who betray Jesus (Judah, Peter), those who fail him (the disciples), those who mock him (the priests, the crowds), and the pagans who sentence him to a violent death (Pilate) are all mysteriously embraced within God’s overall saving purpose, as are all those who preceded this moment and all those who follow this moment (who will see the Son of Man seated at the right hand of Power).


Matthew’s account points to the presence of God’s saving purpose by also presenting a number of unlikely or unexpected people who step forward to testify to the truth of Jesus and what is taking place. There is the contrast between those who, at the beginning of the narrative, hand Jesus over to his executioners (Judas, the disciples who abandon him, Peter who denies him) and Joseph of Arimathea, to whom the body of Jesus is handed over by the executioners. Matthew’s brief report even allows one to think that Joseph has become a disciple because of, or in the wake of, Jesus’ death. The disciples who fail to keep vigil with Jesus in the garden are ‘fulfilled’ by women disciples at the end of the account who keep vigil at the cross and at the tomb. Judas proclaims that he is a sinner who has offended against ‘innocent blood’. The truth of his confession and testimony highlights the bogus testimony of the clergy. Pilate dissembles under pressure from the crowd as his wife sends her clear message that Jesus is an innocent man. Finally, whereas the crowd mocks Jesus’ identity as ‘God’s Son’, the centurion confesses ‘Truly, this man was God’s Son’. The crowd does not grasp what is taking place on their behalf but the centurion does and so does the earth which trembles at what is a cosmic event. A striking feature of the crucifixion scene is the sign on the cross, ‘This is Jesus, the king of the Jews’. The sign of the cross turns these words into a prophecy and fulfills them in a way that their authors (not named in Matthew) could never envisage.
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