



[image: images]






Design by Damian Negri featuring Patrick Negri’s painting - He Made Them from Creation Series I (1999) Published in P Negri: A Retrospective, Compiled and edited by Justin Emery and Randall Lindstrom. First Published in 2008 by The Congregation of the Blessed Sacrament in Australia.




Salt and Light


Words of the Day


Patrick Negri SSS


Compiled and Edited by
Michael Negri and Damian Negri


[image: pub]




Copyright © remains with Michael Negri


ISBN: 978-1-925612-65-3  soft


978-1-925612-66-0  hard


978-1-925612-67-7  epub


978-1-925612-68-4  pdf


Published by:


[image: cpy]


An imprint of the ATF Press Publishing


Group owned by ATF (Australia) Ltd.


PO Box 504


Hindmarsh, SA 5007


ABN 90 116 359 963


www.atfpress.com


Making a lasting impact





Foreword


 


Father Patrick Negri SSS was my identical twin brother who at sixteen years of age decided to enter religious life. This precociousness should have been a signal of the talent he was to display during more than fifty years of priesthood following his ordination in St Patrick’s Cathedral, Melbourne in July 1960.


He proved to be a scholar, pastor, administrator, preacher and painter. His painting became, for him, a satisfying creative outlet whenever he had free time from his priestly duties.


Pat took his duty of presenting an inclusive and cogent liturgy of the Mass for the faithful very seriously. He also insisted, that ideally, a homily should not be any longer than seven minutes. He also felt that the homily should provide the laity with a clear and uplifting message that would enable them to follow Christ in their daily lives.


For this to happen, he determined that his study of the Gospels must be intense, and his knowledge of liturgical practice must be up to date. He also sensed that he must be aware of the signs of the times. This required the study of modern theology and an exploration of the writing of significant modern authors.


During his studies in the United States, Pat became more aware of liturgical scholars such as Walter J Burghardt and Nathan D Mitchell. Walter J Burghardt was managing editor of the influential Jesuit journal Theological Studies and Nathan D Mitchell was the editor of ‘Worship’ in which he wrote a popular column entitled ‘The Amen Corner’.


Like Pat, Walter J Burghardt enjoyed more than fifty years as a priest and towards the end of his life he wrote his autobiography, ‘Long Have I Loved You: A Theologian Reflects on His Church’. It was there that he wrote:




I am convinced that within the Catholic Church preaching remains at a low ebb, is less effective than it should be, primarily because preachers of the Word specifically those ordained to preach, either see the sermon as a product that comes cheap or, recognizing its high cost, are reluctant to pay the price. Effective preaching, preaching that moves hearts and changes minds, is costly because, like grace, it costs me my life. Literally. An outrageous thesis? Hardly. I preach at a great price because preaching costs me my mind, my spirit, my flesh and blood.1





Burghardt was writing of his experience in America but I expect many Catholics in Australia, who attend Mass regularly, may also find preaching in the Church at a ‘low ebb and less effective than it should be’.


Nathan D Mitchell also had an influence on Pat and he eagerly awaited new editions of the journal ‘Worship’. Perhaps turning first to ‘The Amen Corner’. This influence is reflected in the number of times that he chose to quote him in his own homilies.


This selection of homilies covers the main liturgical seasons over cycles known as Years A, B, and C. In these cycles, the prescribed readings for each Sunday change.


Naturally, there is not a complete selection of homilies covering every Sunday. For example, Pat was usually on holiday during the month of January each year and towards the end of this selection there were times when Pat was not well enough to say Mass. There may have also been times when Pat did not save his homily to his computer.


The selection begins at the 1st Sunday of Advent in year C in 2006 and concludes on the Feast of Christ the King in Year A in 2011. Over this period of almost five years the reader will rarely discover where Pat repeats himself. Occasionally he does repeat a compelling story but to different audiences.


There are common threads. He recognises his own and our human frailty in being able to consistently follow Christ’s message to ‘love one another’. He shows much sympathy towards the plight of the outcasts of Society and refugees to this country. He speaks out against government failure to welcome all those in need.


My choice for the title of this book came to me as I was reading this collection for the third time. I came across Pat’s homily for the 5th Sunday of the Year in ordinary time 2011. This is deep into the collection. It was here however that Christ’s words jumped off the page for me—‘you are the salt of the earth, you are the light of the world’. That’s it! – I concluded that the title would be ‘Salt and Light’.


The homilies are not necessarily, meant to be read sequentially. The reader can turn to any page and read the homily on that page only. To assist the reader, the prescribed readings for that Sunday are detailed under the heading of the page. Any good Sunday missal would allow the reader to reflect upon the prescribed readings and determine whether the homily makes adequate reference to them or not. Some readers may wish to read the homilies sequentially. There are no barriers to that course of action.


Placed in appropriate places throughout this volume are reproductions of some of Pat’s paintings. They are all Abstract Expressionist in style. This was the form of painting that Pat preferred even though he could paint subjects in a representational manner very well.


Pat’s Doctoral studies were focused upon the religious significance of the New York School of Abstract Expressionists. He researched major painters such as Barnett Newman, Jackson Pollock and Mark Rothko. His thesis had the sub title of ‘Signs of Being’ and Pat spent many hours examining the masterpieces of the abovementioned artists. His conclusion was that these major works were a search for the sublime and many of them had an underlying religious significance.


Abstract art however, is for the un-initiated, difficult to understand and I have noticed that the eyes of some of the people to whom I have shown Pat’s works quickly glaze over with a lack of comprehension. His own suggestion for the gaining an appreciation of abstract art was as follows:




Enjoy the lines, the shapes, the colours. Float around in them. Grow angry, sing with joy, remember lost loves, bask in the warmth of the new and above all, laugh. For the world is a sorry place without a chuckle.





My hope is that the reader will both enjoy this selection of Pat’s homilies and the small selection of his works of art.


Michael Negri


Box Hill 2017


 


1. Walter J Burghardt, cited in At the Heart of the Liturgy: Conversations with Nathan D Mitchell’s ‘Amen Corners’, 1991–2012, edited by Maxwell E Johnson, Timothy O’Malley and Demetrio S Yocum (Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2014), 62.
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Recording or publishing an individual homily or even a complete volume of homilies is not a new idea. Examples can be found as far back as the sixth century with the sermons of St Gregory the Great. Then if we take a leap forward to the twelfth century we can find a homily given by Pope Callixtus II on the feast of St James which, although lengthy, has been recorded for posterity. Of course, one could go further back in time and give Christ’s ‘Sermon on the Mount’ as an example.


Throughout the entire history of the church there would be a multiplicity of examples of homilies with intrinsic merit and scholarly works about important matters concerning faith and morals being published for distribution to the faithful.


Blessed Cardinal John Newman published his homilies while he was a member of the ‘Oxford Movement’ and continued to publish after his conversion to the Church of Rome.


In more modern times, in the United Kingdom, Monsignor Ronald Knox who was renowned for his homilies and often invited by organisations to speak on special occasions and on significant feast days, published a book of pastoral sermons. The renowned American preacher Fr Walter J Burghardt SJ has also published volumes of his own homilies.


So, why not publish a collection of homilies given by an Australian priest who was also an artist?


Combining homilies with a selection of the homilist’s art work is also not new. In fact, Pat had collaborated with his cousin, Anne McLeish OAM in self-publishing a small volume entitled ‘Love deserves the return of Love’ in 2015.


In that booklet, specially selected homilies, relating mainly to social issues, were combined with colour plates of Pat’s final group of paintings from a series entitled, ‘Abstract Icons’. Also featured were his paintings relating to the ‘Liturgical Seasons’.


The ‘Liturgical Seasons’ and ‘Abstract Icons’ series also feature in this volume of homilies.


Obviously, I must acknowledge that I am ‘standing on the shoulders’ of those who have gone before. I also acknowledge that I have received much help in the present time.


The Congregation of The Blessed Sacrament in Australia, which Pat joined at the age of sixteen and died a faithful member of the Order, placed no barrier in my way in the gathering the written material stored on Pat’s computer. They also placed no time limits on me. We were both grieving the loss of a brother.


Then into the scene came my youngest son Damian who, with his considerable computer skills, sorted all the homily records into ‘print date’ order giving us a database of homilies roughly in chronological order. A first print run enabled us to discuss font sizes, formats, use of footnotes and citations and eliminate any obvious duplication. Through all this Damian persisted even when his father insisted on a certain font type and the need to have as many of the homilies as possible restricted to a single A4 page only.


He also participated in the long search for precise publication details of the many quotes Pat uses throughout his homilies. This proved to be a very time-consuming task and was incomplete when I decided to submit our rough first draft to two independent readers.


I chose Fr Graeme Duro SSS, Provincial Treasurer of The Blessed Sacrament Congregation and the historian Damien Cash who is also the Archivist for The Blessed Sacrament Congregation.


I knew that these men were both extremely busy in their professional lives but they both willingly undertook to read the work and provide comments and suggestions for change in the production. Each provided valuable comments and pointed out obvious errors.


Without Damien Cash’s forensic evaluation, this volume of homilies would have been a much lesser product.


Whilst the readers were undergoing their work, which at times must have been onerous, our search for publication details of authors’ quotes continued and once again help from others came in the form of gentle and helpful librarians in the State Library of Victoria, the Mannix Library, Melbourne and the St Francis’ Library, Melbourne. They all managed to reduce the research time we needed to undertake.


Unsolicited help came in the form of an offer to provide good photographic copies of Pat’s paintings by Justin Emery and Randall Lindstrom from their publication of P.Negri – A Retrospective. This offer was readily accepted.


My son’s employer ‘Law Image Services’ also assisted by facilitating the printing & binding of review copies which included good quality colour plates, including the cover designed by Damian himself.
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1st Sunday of Advent 2006


 


Year C Jeremiah 33:14.16


The first letter of St Paul to the Thessalonians 3:12 – 4:2


Gospel according to Luke 21:25–28, 34-36


Advent is a time of promise. God promises salvation—again and again, no matter what we have done.


For most human beings the profoundest experience of promise is in the marriage vows. A young couple with shining eyes, beating hearts and longing bodies, promise to be true to each other until death—no matter what. It is a promise akin to God’s. That’s why it is wrapped in religious ceremony. But human beings are weak and sometimes their promises are not kept. Those who do keep their promises—in the face of all kinds of difficulty—find happiness.


God, however, never fails to keep his promise. His love is everlasting and the kingdom of peace and justice which he intends to establish will come to be. Luke, the storyteller, uses apocalyptic language to express that, but prior to this passage he has told the very human story of Jesus, the man who always kept his promises; Jesus, the man who makes the journey from Nazareth to Jerusalem where he meets his fate; Jesus, the man who welcomes sinners and eats with them; Jesus the man who comforts widows and widowers; Jesus the man who identifies with the poor and heals the sick; Jesus the man who forgives those who fail to keep their promises, the adulterers; Jesus the man who is about to give his life for us. The apocalyptic language, therefore, is meant to be a shout of joyful accomplishment—much like Paul Collingwood’s shout when he achieved his double century in Adelaide yesterday.1


Advent, then, is a time of joy, not a time of sadness. It is a time when we realise the magnitude of God’s love in sending his son to us. It is a time when we realise God has come unexpectedly in the middle of the world’s night to give us peace.


May we who struggle to find meaning in world events have a sense of God’s presence over these days—even in the midst of turmoil and confusion. May the texts of hope written long ago engender hope and make us shout with joy at the coming of the Lord.


Maranatha! Come Lord Jesus!


 


1. Paul Collingwood an English Cricketer, 2nd Test, Adelaide, 2 December 2006 in 2006 – 07 Ashes Series.





2nd Sunday of Advent 2006


 


Year C Baruch 5:1-9


The letter of St Paul to the Philippians 1:3–6, 8–11


Gospel according to Luke 3:1–6


As a born and bred Australian I fear the desert. Like most of the population, I have lived most of my adult life close to the sea. So, what images come to me as I reflect on the desert where God’s word is proclaimed?


The first image that comes to me is the product of watching television. I see heavily-armoured khaki tanks spewing fuel and churning up clouds of dust as they manoeuvre their way across Middle-Eastern sands—the very deserts referred to in today’s text. The second is an image of Aboriginal people sitting on the red earth of Australia, living in conditions I would never tolerate as I maintain my high standard of living close to the sea. The third is the chilling one of our detention camps where, as one resident wrote ‘we have forgotten what happiness and laughter means’.


All these images are disturbing and could easily become the subject of nightmares. But it is the second Sunday of Advent and I am called to repentance. The call of God in the desert today is to fill up the valleys of injustice and to level the hills of selfishness so that’s God’s kingdom of peace may be established and that I may wait in good conscience for the coming of the Lord.


But there is another desert, isn’t there? It is the desert of my indifference. How come, for example, has it taken five years for there to be any marked protest about David Hicks’ imprisonment in solitary confinement in Guantanamo without charge? What political chicanery has convinced me that a case of a presumed terrorist needs to be exempted from the due process of law? As Robert Fisk has remarked:




‘Terrorism’ is a word that has become a plague on our vocabulary, the excuse and reason and moral permit for state—sponsored violence—our violence—which is now used on the innocent in the Middle East ever more outrageously and promiscuously.1





However, for all the darkness around me, I am assured today that God’s word is proclaimed in my desert. It is a call to renewal and refreshment. It is a call to allow myself to be an instrument of peace and not destruction. It is a call to make clear in the desert a highway for my God.


 


1. Robert Fisk, The Great War for Civilization: The Conquest of the Middle East (London: Harper Collins Publishers, 2005), 464.





A New Day


 


[image: images]


A New Day, 2006, acrylic on canvas, S.S.S. (Aust.)





Christmas 2006


 


Year C Isaiah 52:7–10


The letter to the Hebrews 1:1–6


Gospel according to John 1:1–18


I read the most extraordinary statement in a book by Eduardo Galeano just the other day:




The gospel according to Saint Matthew says Jesus had forty-six ancestors; forty-one men and five women.


One of the five women, everyone knows, conceived without sin, But the others in his lineage were: Tamar, who dressed up as a prostitute so she could have a child with her father-in-law; Rahab, who plied the oldest trade in the city of Jericho; Bathsheba, who was married to another when she begat Solomon in King David’s bed; and Ruth, who was not of the chosen people and was thus not deemed worthy of the faith of Israel.


Three sinners and one scorned. The damned of the earth were the grandmothers of the son of Heaven.1





Galeano’s understanding of the Immaculate Conception is defective, but the fact that he sees the damned of the earth as the grandmothers of the Son of Heaven is not far from the mark. John, in his gospel today says that ‘the Word became flesh’ and by that he means that the Word entered fully into our human condition. That means that from now on we can meet God only in and through other human beings. As Nathan Mitchell puts it, ‘From now on, God can be known only in and as one’s neighbour, only in and as the leper’s sores, the widow’s grief, the victim’s rage, the prisoner’s despair, the child’s disconsolate tears’.2 So, as we gather today for our Christmas dinner, let’s have patience with each other. We are all sinful human beings in need of love and affection. The reaching out in friendship across the table groaning with the weight of the good things of the earth which God has provided is our way of saying we are truly glad God has entered our human history. May his enduring love for each of us bring us to a better frame of mind and so bring peace to a grieving world.


 


1. Eduardo Galeano, Voices of Time (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2006), 289.


2. Nathan D Mitchell, Eucharist as a Sacrament of Initiation (Chicago Ill., Liturgy Training Publications in cooperation with the Northern American Forum on the Catechumenate – series 4, no. 2, 1994), 86–87.





Feast of the Holy Family 2006


 


Year C The first book of Samuel 1:20–22, 24–28


The first letter of John 3:1–2, 21–24


Gospel according to Luke 2:41–52


The Sunday within the octave of Christmas is dedicated to the Holy Family and we are called to think about the values of family life.


The question ‘What are our values?’ has become a political rallying point, of course and we sometimes have an unrealistic view of what families are all about. Christmas time, for many families, is not a time of peace and love, but a time of conflict. The ever-increasing road toll during the holiday season also means that Christmas time is a time of great sorrow for many. On the whole, however, the view that all Australian families are places of love, companionship and communication is obviously flawed. John Brack’s famous painting The Car makes this point. He depicts the ‘typical’ Australian family: mother, father and their two children—a boy and a girl. They are going for a drive to experience the Australian bush. They never get out of the car. They merely look at the landscape. What is particularly striking is that none of the characters communicates with the others. They are all looking in different directions. In the Heritage Exhibition at the National Gallery of Canberra, this painting was presented as one of the ways we view ourselves as Australians.


In our day, as well, we must acknowledge that the very concept of what constitutes a family has changed. The nuclear family is not the only gathering of human beings where fulfilment can be found.


What does the Holy Family have to say to all of us? First, the scriptures make it clear that Jesus, Mary and Joseph were not free of suffering. They experienced homelessness, persecution and severe poverty. They were asylum seekers in fact.


This means that God has entered the very fabric of our human existence and we can find him wherever we happen to be and in whatever community of like-minded individuals we have discovered along the way. As Kim Beazley put it as he retired from office, ‘Family is everything!’1


May the New Year find us at peace with ourselves and those with whom we live!


 


1. Kim Beazley cited by Staff Reporters of theage.com.au, on being defeated by Kevin Rudd as federal leader of the Australian Labour Party, The Age, 4 December 2006. Source website: http://www.theage.com.au/news/national/rudd-oustsbeazley/2006/12/04/1165080846679.html?page=fullpage#contentSwap1 [accessed: 13 January 2018], paragraph 2.





Feast of the Epiphany 2007


 


Year C Isaiah 60:1–6


The letter of St Paul to the Ephesians 3:2–3, 5–6


Gospel according to Matthew 2:1–12


The magi came from Persia – the present-day Iran. They were astrologers. The appearance of a new star in the heavens had great significance for them and so they travelled to Palestine to pay homage to a new born king.


It is a charming story. The crib we put up at Christmas time would be incomplete without the magi. But beneath the charm there is a vein of horror. Herod, the king of Judaea, anxious to remain in power, resolved to massacre all the male babies born from the moment of the star’s appearance. The blood of babies on Middle-Eastern sands is therefore an inescapable accompaniment to our worship of the Baby of Bethlehem. That is a present-day reality, isn’t it? But, as Robert Fisk points out: astonished Christians soon discover that ‘Loving Jesus doesn’t help to make sense of the Arab-Israeli conflict’.1


In fact, our Christian faith is often astonished by the tensions between races and nations. War, the grab for power and land are all foreign to the message the new-born king came to bring. ‘Peace on earth. Goodwill to all peoples’, the angels sang!


What can you and I do about it? There is an Israeli journalist called Amira Hass who tells the story of her mother, Hannah. In 1944, Hannah was being marched from a cattle train to the concentration camp of Bergen-Belsen. She and the other women with her had been ten days on the train. They were sick, and many were dying by the roadside. Hannah noticed that some German women were standing there just looking at them. This ‘looking from the side’ without trying to help in any way is what the world often does, what the church often does, when faced by human tragedy. Amira decided she couldn’t act like that when confronted by the injustices done to the Palestinians. So, she moved to Gaza and now lives there so that she can report objectively on the suffering of a dispossessed people.


It is an example worth thinking about. The magi went home by a different route on discovering Herod’s intent. We, too, could resolve to seek a new way of acting in 2007.


 


1. Robert Fisk, The Great War for Civilization: The Conquest of the Middle East (London: Harper Collins Publishers, 2005), 576.





5th Sunday of the Year 2007


 


Year C Isaiah 6:1–8


The first letter of St Paul to the Corinthians 15:1–11


Gospel according to Luke 5:1–11


They made their living fishing. You don’t give that up too easily, do you? Yet, under the influence of Jesus, they abandon their boats, their partners and their families to wander around the country preaching.


Had they taken leave of their senses? Simon, the only disciple who speaks in this episode, doesn’t appear to have gone mad. When asked to put the boats out again he reminds Jesus that there’s not much point since they had toiled all night long and caught nothing. But, once again under the influence of Jesus, he agrees to the request. Then there is that extraordinary catch of fish—unexpected, overabundant.


What message is there for you and me?


I think it is this: God calls us and transforms us in the ordinariness of life. He comes to us when we get up early to go to the office; when we wash our dishes or change nappies; when we prepare the meals, and go shopping; when we do the ploughing, or mow the lawns; when we teach our children or study for exams; when we go to the beach or play cricket; when we watch television; or listen to music; when we go the theatre; or read a novel. God is present in all these things because in the person of Jesus he has entered our world and transformed it.


That’s the point of the enormous catch of fish. An ordinary, run of the mill experience becomes miraculous when the disciples realise that God is there in the ordinariness, calling them to renewed life.


Hugh Prather in his Notes to Myself writes:




If I had only . . .


forgotten future greatness


and looked at the green things and the buildings


and reached out to those around me


and smelled the air


and ignored the forms and self-styled obligations


and heard the rain on the roof


and put my arms around my wife


. . . and it’s not too late.1





 


1. Hugh Prather, Notes to Myself (Utah: Real People Press, 1970) first page of 150 unnumbered pages.





6th Sunday of the Year 2007


 


Year C Jeremiah 17:5–8


The first letter of St Paul to the Corinthians 15:12, 16–20


Gospel according to Luke 6:17, 20–26


I was at the cricket the other day and watched as thousands of people disobeyed the ruling on the Mexican wave. Even a few people in the members where I happened to be seated lifted their arms in solidarity with the crowd. I thought it could possibly have been a crowd like this that Jesus addressed his words: ‘Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.’ In fact, this crowd of ordinary folk having fun, trying, in other words, to discover some meaning in life, is very like the church. I was seated there in a position of privilege as a clergyman and the thousands who disobeyed the ruling are like those millions around the world who say to those in authority, ‘We will obey the rules provided they make sense’.


Then I thought of other crowds: the screaming crowds in Iraq as another bomb explodes; the sprawling Masses of impoverished individuals in Africa who plead with the Western world for food and medicine. I thought of the crowds of workers marching up New York’s Fifth Avenue on Labor Day, past the Cardinal Archbishop—vested in scarlet—who paid little heed until the Mayor came along. I thought of the march of people that went on for several hours some years later as people protested their support for Israel. And I thought of the millions and millions who are victims of war, racial prejudice and injustice. All these are part of the world which Jesus saw when he said: ‘Blessed are you, who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God.’


What does all this say for my worship today? It says, I think, that I must learn to see the good in human beings. The words of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount are full of love. Even those to whom he addresses the words ‘Woe to you . . .’ are loved—in the hope they will see the error of their ways and be converted.


‘Blessed are you . . . blessed are you . . . you. . .’ wonderful people. You are the object of God’s universal love and for you I lay down my life – is basically what he said as he broke bread and shared a cup of wine at the last meal of his life.


This is what we proclaim as we break bread and drink from the cup in his memory.





Betrayal


 


[image: images]


Betrayal, Abstract Stations, 2001, acrylic on canvas, Mater Christi College, Belgrave (Vic.)





7th Sunday of the Year 2007


 


Year C The first book of Samuel 26:2, 7–9, 12–13, 22–23


The first letter of St Paul to the Corinthians 15:45–49


Gospel according to Luke 6:27–38


Fred Daly once said that to succeed in politics one had to follow the golden rule. That is, do to others what they want to do to you but do it faster and more often.1


Of course, that amusing take, on the Christian response to those who are out to hurt you, is not what the golden rule is all about. Jesus really meant it when he said, ‘Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you’. He wasn’t playing word games.


It is for that reason we find it almost impossible. How can I possibly love my enemies? Furthermore, the atmosphere today is one of almost hysterical resistance to our perceived enemies. As Robert Fisk has remarked,




‘Terrorism’ is a word that has become a plague on our vocabulary, the excuse and reason and moral permit for state-sponsored violence—our violence—which is now used on the innocent of the Middle East ever more outrageously and promiscuously.2





Robert also tells the story of being on a flight shortly after the planes had crashed into the towers of the World Trade Centre. He was asked by the flight crew to wander around the plane to see if he could spot any individual who might be a terrorist. He found himself looking for a stereotype—dark hair, dark skin and beard—and was deeply ashamed, especially since he has lived in Beirut most of his life and loved the people in his neighbourhood.


The same prejudicial response can occur in such matters as the death penalty for convicted criminals. We, who pride ourselves on a civilization which has banned the death penalty, suddenly find ourselves wanting to use it – on the enemy!


Look too, at the David Hicks affair.3 Regardless of his guilt or innocence—which has yet to be proven—the public reaction to him is, quite often, one of bitter hatred. He is a traitor, a villain. He deserves all the punishment heaped out on him. Only the other day I heard a person shouting at a radio presenter maintaining that David Hicks should be shot on sight. What ever happened to the rule of law?


Meanwhile, Jesus continues to say: ‘Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you.’ We have much to do, you and I, haven’t we?


 


1. Fred Daly, member of the House of Representatives in the Australian Parliament from 1943 to 1975


2. Robert Fisk, The Great War for Civilization:The Conquest of the Middle East (London: Harper Collins Publishers 2005), 464.


3. David Matthew Hicks (born 7 August 1975) is an Australian who was detained by the United States in Guantanamo Bay detention camp from 2001 until 2007. Source website: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Hicks [accessed: 13 January 2018]





1st Sunday of Lent 2007


 


Year C The book of Deuteronomy 26:4–10


The letter of St Paul to the Romans 10:8–13


Gospel according to Luke 4:1–13


After his baptism, Jesus goes into the desert. There, he struggles with temptation. Our life is like that. After our baptism, we go into the desert. There, we struggle with temptation.


It is not just a struggle with issues arising from the weakness of the flesh. It is bigger than our sexual sins or substance abuse. It is bigger than our bad temper and constant back biting; bigger than our laziness and prayerlessness. It is a struggle with powers that, unchecked, can sweep us off our feet—kill us, in fact, destroy our society, reduce to rubble all that is good, beautiful and true in human endeavour. It is, in a word, the struggle for justice in what Robert Hovda calls ‘. . . cesspool of injustice we call home . . .’1


Now this struggle has a way or draining us of courage. As David Lodge suggests, we have become victims of ‘compassion fatigue’:




. . . we get so much human suffering thrust in our faces every day from the media that we’ve become sort of numbed; we’ve used up all our reserves of pity, anger, outrage, and can only think of the pain in our own knee.2





What the forty days of Lent can do for me is alert me to something more than the pain in my own knee.


There is a very practical way of doing this, of course: by contributing generously to Project Compassion. In this, I place myself in line with the great Christian tradition drawn from the example of Jesus. As Justin Martyr put it in his description of the Sunday Assembly. ‘Those of us who have any resources come to the aid of all who are in need, and we are always assisting one another.’3


Hand in hand with my generous donation, however, there must be a readiness to love. Growth in love is dependent on my ability to be led by the Spirit into the desert of my own brokenness. I need to be confronted by my own greed, envy, lust, pride, sloth, anger and covetousness. I need to see these as the beast within. As Joan Chittister points out, these




. . . weeds of wickedness within ourselves . . . enable us to read of rapes and pillage, greed and domination, lies and living holocausts and say not a single word of protest, raise not a single whisper of wonder, give not a single flicker of disgust, raise not a single question of reform.4





This apathy, of course, is evident not only in the world at large, but in the Church – itself where injustices, sadly, are commonplace.


Our breaking of bread together is a sign that we intend to do something about it.


 


1. Robert Hovda. ‘The vesting of liturgical ministers’, in Worship 54/2 (98 ATLASerials, Religion Collection, 1980), 104–5.


2. David Lodge, Therapy (London: Penguin Books, 1995), 5.


3. Cf L Deiss, Springtime of the Liturgy, translated by MJ O’Connell (Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 1979), 93.


4. Joan Chittister, There is a Season (New York: Orbis Books, 1995), 67.





2nd Sunday of Lent 2007


 


Year C The book of Genesis 15:5–12, 17–18


The letter of St Paul to the Philippians 3:17 – 4:1


Gospel according to Luke 9:28–36


They were astonished by the vision of Jesus transfigured. But they were utterly confounded by the words Jesus uttered about his passion. He had said—just prior to this scene—‘The Son of Man is to undergo great sufferings, and to be rejected by the elders, chief priests, and doctors of the law, to be put to death and to be raised again on the third day.’ (Luke 9:21) It was eight days after, Luke reminds us, that Jesus was transfigured.


Eight days. That has significance for the Christian. Many of the early baptismal fonts were octagonal. Our font down there has eight points and eight columns.1 The eighth day was the day of resurrection which is what baptism promises you and me.


But let’s return to the disciples’ confusion. They didn’t want Jesus to suffer. They certainly didn’t want him to die. So, they pushed the thought aside. They decided to continue their journey, blithely ignoring the dire warning Jesus had given them. But Jesus wouldn’t let them do that. He made sure the chosen three, Peter James and John, saw him in glory, associated with Moses and Elijah. Both Moses and Elijah were mysteriously lifted-up after their death. So, by appearing with them, Jesus is saying he too will be lifted-up after death, lifted-up to a new life altogether.


Can’t you see? Luke says, that is our lot, too. Eight days after. Eight days! By our baptism, we have become one with Christ in his death. We shall also share his resurrection.


So, let’s get on with our work. That, too, is the point Luke is trying to make. For after the vision, the disciples are led down the mountain and are set to work healing the sick. The Christian life, in other words, is not meant to be a life of spiritual consolation, but a life dedicated to others. It is not for the Christian to hide his or her head in the sand of pietism, trying to avoid the inevitable suffering of life. It is rather to face facts, to bear the suffering and to live for others—just as Jesus did. He set out on a compassionate journey to Jerusalem where he would suffer grievously, where he would die, but on the third day rise again. We are to make that journey with him.


 


1. At St Francis’ Church, 326 Lonsdale Street, Melbourne, Victoria. See Damien Cash – A Guide to St Francis’ Church Melbourne, Australia (First published in 2009 by the Blessed Sacrament Congregation St Francis’ Church, 326 Lonsdale Street, Melbourne, Victoria 3000, Australia, 2015), 12.





3rd Sunday of Lent 2007


 


Year C The book of Exodus 3:1–8, 13–15


The first letter of St Paul to the Corinthians 10:1–6, 10–12


Gospel according to Luke 13:1–9


Moses’ encounter with the burning bush is a symbol of our encounter with God. That admits of innumerable variations. The fig tree that bears no fruit is a symbol of a life lived without merit, that is, without compassion. Jesus refers to two sudden, unexpected and violent events by way of introduction to his musings on the need for compassion and repentance. Last week’s plane crash in Indonesia and the continuing violence in Iraq could be present-day examples. In 1998, however, Carmel Bird published a book entitled The Stolen Children: Their Stories. One of them, Fiona’s Story, went like this:




1936 IT WAS. I would have been five . . .


We had been playing all together, just a happy community and the air was filled with screams because the police came and mothers tried to hide their children and blacken their children’s faces and tried to hide them in caves. We three, Essie, Brenda and me together with our three cousins . . . the six of us were put on the old truck and taken to Oodnadatta which was hundreds of miles away and then we got there in the darkness.


My mother had to come with us. She had already lost her eldest daughter down to the Children’s Hospital because she had infantile paralysis, polio, and now there was the prospect of losing her three other children, all the children she had. I remember that she came in the truck with us curled up in the foetal position. Who can understand that, the trauma of knowing that you’re going to lose all your children? We talk about it from the point of view of our trauma but—our mother—to understand what she went through, I don’t think anyone can understand that.1





There is much more. At one point, Fiona states, ‘I guess the government didn’t mean it as something bad, but our mothers weren’t treated as people having feelings’. Fiona didn’t meet her mother again until 1968—thirty-two years later—and, she says, ‘She was still grieving’ the loss of her children. What is even more tragic is that when they met, they couldn’t speak because Fiona no longer knew her tribal language. Remarkably, Fiona ends her story by saying, ‘But you have to learn to forgive’. This story and many others like it are the sacred ground on which we stand. We need to bend down and take off our shoes.


 


1. Carmel Bird (ed.) The Stolen Children: Their Stories (Sydney Australia, Random House,1998), 100–1.





4th Sunday of Lent 2007


 


Year C The book of Joshua 5:9–12


The second letter of St Paul to the Corinthians 5:17–21


Gospel according to Luke 15:1–3, 11–32


You realise, of course, that with the death of the father, the elder son would receive two thirds of the property. That is why the father says, ‘All that is mine is yours’. The younger son had only a third and he got rid of that in riotous living. Now he has nothing. To make matters worse, he has had to hire himself out to a foreigner—a non-Jew who has no concern for him – and he is condemned to feed pigs. What that says to a Jewish audience is, ‘You can’t sink any lower’. Yet the younger son returns home and his father greets him with the embrace of unconditional love.


The elder son never leaves home. He lives a life of duty. He works the fields. He observes the dictates of his religion. He honours his father as the law requires, but deep down he resents him. That becomes clear when, on the return of the prodigal, he refuses to celebrate, and he addresses his father as ‘You’. ‘You never gave me a young goat for me and my friends.’ He prefers alienation to reconciliation and so the celebration goes on without him. ‘He refuses to go in.’ Jesus knew his audience. He knew many of them resented his associating with the outcasts of society. Many were furiously angry at his suggestion that God could act outside of the strict confines of the Jewish religion and he knew that most had failed to grasp his message of love. So, he tells a story. They would find themselves in the story.


There was a story published a year or so ago about an American journalist who went to Jerusalem to get to know the mind of a terrorist held in a Jewish prison. First, she befriended his family. She began to understand their circumstances and, little by little, came to see their despair. She visited the young man in prison and found him to be a gentle person, longing for justice. While this befriending took place, the young man was brought to court to decide whether he would be sent to a more secure prison. The American journalist attended the trial. During the trial, the journalist stood up and asked if she could speak on behalf of the prisoner. The Arab family was shocked, even angered by her intervention. What right did she have to speak at the trial of their son? She replied, she had every right because the man who had been seriously injured by this prisoner was her father. At his request, she asked that this young man be released.
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