The Daily Gospel
Thursday, January 1, 2004

Mary, Mother of God

1st Reading: Num 6:22-27

2nd Reading: Gal 4:4-7

Gospel: Lk 2:16-21

The shepherds came hurriedly and found Mary and Joseph with the baby lying in the manger. On seeing this they related what they had been told about the child, and all were astonished on hearing the shepherds.

As for Mary, she treasured all these messages and continually pondered over them.

The shepherds then returned giving glory and praise to God for all they had heard and seen, just as the angels had told them.

On the eighth day the circumcision of the baby had to be performed; he was named Jesus, the name the angel had given him before he was conceived.

Commentary

Welcome to 2004! It’s good to walk with you again. You may not know me, but we traveled together through 1997 and 2000, and part of some earlier year. I’m from rather far away (Ireland); but distance means little nowadays, and it means nothing at all in the household of the Faith. 

We begin this new year, as always, in the company of Mary, whose title, “Mother of God”, affirms equally the humanity and the divinity of Christ. 

Who else is with us? Shepherds, a carpenter, a baby put to sleep in an animal’s feeding trough. It’s a humble beginning. There are no world leaders, no ambassadors, no retinue. There is no palace, nor ceremony, nor fancy dress. There is no cheering crowd, no press, no brass band. There are no scholars to analyze its meaning, no historians to tell us it all happened before, no observers to say it could happen again. But far away and out of earshot of the powerful and the wise there is a rumor of angels. Only the shepherds, the simple of heart, can hear it. Each daily gospel reading in this book beckons us to follow.

Claretian Publications Inc., 8 Mayumi St., U.P. Village

U.P. P.O. Box 4, Diliman, 1101 Quezon City 

Tel.: 921-3984; Fax: 921-7429

E-mail: cci@claret.org 

Websites: http://www.bible.claret.org (Claretian Publications)

& http://missionaries.claret.org (Claretians in the Philippines)
Friday, January 2, 2004

Week Before Epiphany

1st Reading: 1 Jn 2:22-28

Gospel: Jn 1:19-28
This was the testimony of John when the Jews sent priests and Levites to ask him, “Who are you?” John recognized the truth and did not deny it. He said, “I am not the Messiah.”

And they asked him, “Then who are you? Elijah?” He answered, “I am not.” They said, “Are you the Prophet?” And he answered, “No.” Then they said to him, “Tell us who you are, so that we can give some answer to those who sent us. How do you see yourself?” And John said, quoting the prophet Isaiah, “I am the voice crying out in the wilderness: Make straight the way of the Lord.”

Those who had been sent were Pharisees; so they put a further question to John: “Then why are you baptizing if you are not the Messiah, or Elijah, or the Prophet?” John answered, “I baptize you with water, but among you stands one whom you do not know; although he comes after me, I am not worthy to untie the strap of his sandal.”

This happened in Bethabara beyond the Jordan, where John was baptizing.

Commentary

 “Who are you?” “How do you see yourself?” These are questions we ask one another to this day. But today we ask these questions especially of ourselves; today we tend to turn the searchlight inwards. “Who am I?” “How do I see myself?” In our complex world these are not trivial questions. There are many who are willing to offer us ready-made identities. Some of these identities are intensely tight-fitting: our world is full of cults and fanatical movements, secular and religious. Many look at you and don’t want to know who you are; they see only the identity they would like to impose on you. We had better know where to find our real identities. 

“Among you stands one whom you do not know.” We do not know him because we cannot get away with imposing an identity on him—though we try all the time. Jesus the Catholic, Jesus the Protestant, Jesus the Baptist. Yes, John, we too are unworthy to untie the strap of his sandals.

Saturday, January 3, 2004

Week Before Epiphany

1st Reading: 1 Jn 2:29—3:6

Gospel: Jn 1:29-34
When John saw Jesus coming towards him, he said, “There is the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world. It is he of whom I said: A man comes after me who is already ahead of me, for he was before me. I myself did not know him, but I came baptizing to prepare for him, so that he might be revealed in Israel.”

And John also gave this testimony, “I saw the Spirit coming down on him like a dove from heaven and resting on him. I myself did not know him but God who sent me to baptize told me: ‘You will see the Spirit coming down and resting on the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.’ Yes, I have seen! and I de​clare that this is the Chosen One of God.” 

Commentary

Jesus is called “lamb of God” more than thirty times in the New Testament. The title has overtones of the Jewish annual Passover feast, when a yearling lamb was killed and eaten. This lamb became linked with the Exodus text (13:11-16) about the substitution of an animal for the firstborn of every family. 

It is an enduring image of Jesus. A lamb is a figure of innocence. “Like a lamb that is led to the slaughter-house, like a sheep that is dumb before its shearers, never opening its mouth” (Is 53:7). Sheep, let alone lambs, have no real means of self-defense. Before they were domesticated more than 10,000 years ago they could defend themselves by climbing to inaccessible places in the mountains, but since they came among us they are particularly at our mercy. One could say the same about the Lamb of God. 

Sunday, January 4, 2004

Solemnity of the Epiphany

1st Reading: Is 60:1-6
Arise, shine, for your light has come.

The Glory of Yahweh rises upon you.

Night still covers the earth and gloomy clouds veil the peoples, but Yahweh now rises and over you his glory appears.

Nations will come to your light and kings to the brightness of your dawn.

Lift up your eyes round about and see: they are all gathered and come to you, your sons from afar, your daughters tenderly carried.

This sight will make your face radiant, your heart throbbing and full; the riches of the sea will be turned to you, the wealth of the nations will come to you.

A flood of camels will cover you, caravans from Midian and Ephah.

Those from Sheba will come, bringing with them gold and incense, all singing in praise of Yahweh. 

2nd Reading: Eph 3:2-3, 5-6
You may have heard of the graces God bestowed on me for your sake. By a revelation he gave me the knowledge of his mysterious design, as I have explained in a few words. 

This mystery was not made known to past generations but only now, through revelations given to holy apostles and prophets. Now the non-Jewish people share the Inheritance; in Christ Jesus the non-Jews are incorporated and are to enjoy the Promise. 

Gospel: Mt 2:1-12
When Jesus was born in Bethlehem, in Judea, during the days of King Herod, wise men from the east arrived in Jerusalem. They asked, “Where is the newborn king of the Jews? We saw the rising of his star in the east and have come to honor him.” When Herod heard this he was great​ly disturbed and with him all Jerusalem. He immediately called a meeting of all high-ranking priests and the scribes asked them where the Messiah was to be born.

“In the town of Beth​​lehem in Judea,” they told him, “for this is what the proph​et wrote: And you, Beth​lehem, in the land of Judah, you are by no means the least among the clans of Judah, for from you will come a leader, the one who is to shepherd my people Israel.”

Then Herod secretly called the wise men and asked them the precise time the star appeared. Then he sent them to Bethlehem with the instruction, “Go and get precise information about the child. As soon as you have found him, report to me, so that I too may go and honor him.”

After the meeting with the king, they set out. The star that they had seen in the East went ahead of them and stopped over the place where the child was. The wise men were overjoyed on seeing the star again. They went into the house and when they saw the child with Mary his mother, they knelt and worshiped him. They opened their bags and offered him their gifts of gold, incense and myrrh.

In a dream they were warned not to go back to Herod, so they returned to their home country by another way. 

Commentary

The Greek word “epiphaneia” means “appearance,” and in the Western churches Epiphany commemorates the appearance (or revelation) to the Gentiles of Jesus as Savior. This is portrayed by the coming of the Magi or Three Wise Men from the East to do him homage. It is an ancient feast: it is known to have been observed earlier than 194 AD, and is therefore older than the celebration of Christmas. Notice one sentence of today’s reading. “From you, Bethlehem, will come a leader, the one who is to shepherd my people Israel.” Yesterday we saw Jesus as a lamb, today we see him as a shepherd. How can he be both? He is both. Like God whose throne he shares, he is “the Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end” (Rev 1:8; 21:6; 22:13). The ecstatic poet Rumi wrote:


I am the candle and the moth that circles around it,


The rose and the rose-drunk nightingale.

Jesus will continue forever to appear to us in new lights. He is not two-dimensional like our ideas, he is alive. It is forever the feast of Epiphany. 

Monday, January 5, 2004

Monday after Epiphany

1st Reading: 1 Jn 3:22—4:6

Gospel: Mt 4:12-17, 23-25

When Jesus heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew into Galilee. He left Nazareth and went to settle down in Capernaum, a town by the lake of Galilee, at the border of Zebulun and Naphtali.

In this way the word of the prophet Isaiah was fulfilled: Land of Zebulun and land of Naphtali crossed by the Road of the Sea, and you who live by the Jordan, Galilee, land of pagans, listen:
The people who lived in darkness have seen a great light; on those who live in the land of the shadow of death, a light has shone. 

From that time on Jesus began to proclaim his message, “Change your ways: the kingdom of heaven is near.”

Jesus went around all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, proclaiming the good news of the Kingdom, and curing all kinds of sickness and disease among the people.

The news about him spread through the whole of Syria, and the people brought all their sick to him, and all those who suffered: the possessed, the deranged, the paralyzed, and he healed them all. Large crowds followed him from Galilee and the Ten Cities, from Jerusalem, Judea, and from across the Jordan.

Commentary

Today’s reading records the moment when Jesus left his hometown, never to live there again. In Luke’s gospel it is clearer that this decision was due to his experience of rejection at Nazareth (Lk 4:30,31). His townspeople tried, you remember, to throw him over a cliff because he said things they didn’t like to hear. It is clear, however, that he was not embittered by this. Bitter people like to proclaim bad news, or when they proclaim good news there is some bitter echo in it. But he “went around all Galilee proclaiming the good news of the Kingdom.” It was their loss. Nathanael was surprised when he heard that Jesus was from Nazareth, “From Nazareth?” he said, “Can anything good come from that place?” (Jn 1:46). There is no bitterness like small-town bitterness. It is small and intimate, it penetrates to the roots. But those townspeople could not infect him with their bitterness; it was they who remained bitter. Yet they were able to rob him of some of his power. “He could work no miracle there” (Mk 6:5). Not only Nazarenes but all of us have the power to poison the well of life and to stop miracles from happening. And we do it best in our own place—perhaps even in our family. 

Tuesday, January 6, 2004

Tuesday after Epiphany

1st Reading:1 Jn 4:7-10

Gospel: Mk 6:34-44

As Jesus went ashore he saw a large crowd, and he had compassion on them for they were like sheep without a shepherd. And he began a long teaching session with them.

It was now getting late, so his disciples came to him and said, “This is a lonely place and it is now late. You should send the people away and let them go to the farms and villages around here to buy themselves something to eat.” 
Jesus replied, “You yourselves give them something to eat.” They answered, “If we are to give them food, we must go and buy two hundred silver coins’ worth of bread.” But Jesus said, “You have some loaves: how many? Go and see.” The disciples found out and said, “There are five loaves and two fish.”

Then he told them to have the people sit down together in groups on the green grass. This they did in groups of hundreds and fifties. And Jesus took the five loaves and the two fish and, raising his eyes to heaven, he pronounced a blessing, broke the loaves and hand​ed them to his disciples to dis​tribute to the people. He also ​divided the two fish among them.

They all ate and everyone had enough. The disciples gath​ered up what was left and filled twelve baskets with broken pieces of bread and fish. Five thousand men had eaten there.

Commentary

When someone is complaining, a friend of mine always says things like, “Why don’t you fix it yourself?” The effect is like that of turning off a faucet: it stops all complaints instantly! But that isn’t why he says it. He is a hands-on person by instinct, so his words have great power to challenge—much more than if he were only being provocative. His kind of language is real and practical, “Do it, and we’ll talk about it later!” “Go and see the place yourself!” “Talk to him!” “Let’s do it ourselves!” Very invigorating! He once asked another friend of mine a direct question about something, and she replied evasively, “I’ll have to think about that.” “I’ll wait!” he said. And he waited right there!

“You yourselves give them something to eat!” Jesus said. And when they began to do it, they found that it worked. Another time he said to a man who had been lying there for thirty-eight years, “Get up!” And when he went to get up he found he could! There are probably miracles everywhere just ready to pop, if only we would do the thing instead of talking about it. 
Wednesday, January 7, 2004

Wednesday after Epiphany

1st Reading: 1 Jn 4:11-18

Gospel: Mk 6:45-52

Jesus ob​liged his disciples to get into the boat and go ahead of him to the other side, towards Bethsaida, while he himself sent the crowd away. And having sent the people off, he went by himself to the hillside to pray.

When evening came, the boat was far out on the lake while he was alone on the land. Jesus saw his disciples straining at the oars, for the wind was against them, and before daybreak he came to them walking on the lake; and he was going to pass them by.

When they saw him walking on the lake, they thought it was a ghost and cried out; for they all saw him and were terrified. But at once he called to them, “Courage! It’s me; don’t be afraid.” Then Jesus got into the boat with them and the wind died down. They were com​pletely astonished, for they had not really grasped the fact of the loaves; their minds were dull.

Commentary

All the details are so realistic, so workaday. He makes arrangements, he tells them to go on ahead, you can almost see his gestures. Later he sees them from a distance and notices that they are straining at the oars because the wind is against them. He has the practiced eye of a man used to boats and fishermen. 

Then suddenly the realism is shattered: he comes to them walking on the water. A strange irruption into the life of common sense. It is night-time; they think it is a ghost: that at least is some kind of explanation. But it is no ghost, it is their familiar friend. 

Mark says, “their minds were closed.” This is a strong expression, elsewhere used of the Pharisees (Mk 3:5; Jn 12:40). Mark likes to emphasize how little Jesus was understood. Many chapters later in the gospel the question of his identity would arise explicitly (8:28). But in this mysterious incident the crust of normal awareness is broken for a moment and Jesus appears like God dividing the Red Sea in Genesis 14. 

There is another symbolic meaning lost to us. The Jews at that time feared the sea, and there was a popular belief that at the bottom of it lurked Leviathan, the mythological monster of chaos. The significance of Jesus’ walking on the water then is that he has conquered evil. 

Then just as quickly he is saying to them, “Courage! It is I, don’t be afraid.” They and we can take mystery only in small doses.

Thursday, January 8, 2004

Thursday after Epiphany

1st Reading: 1 Jn 4:19—5:4

Gospel: Lk 4:14-22

Jesus acted with the power of the Spirit, and on his return to Galilee the news about him spread throughout all that territory. He began teaching in the synagogues of the Jews and everyone praised him.

When Jesus came to Nazareth where he had been brought up, he entered the synagogue on the Sabbath as he usually did. He stood up to read and they handed him the book of the prophet Isaiah.

Jesus then unrolled the scroll and found the place where it is written: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me. He has anointed me to bring good news to the poor, to proclaim liberty to captives and new sight to the blind; to free the oppressed and announce the Lord’s year of mercy.”

Jesus then rolled up the scroll, gave it to the attendant and sat down, while the eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. Then he said to them, “Today these prophetic words come true even as you listen.”

All agreed with him and were lost in wonder, while he kept on speaking of the grace of God. Nevertheless they asked, “Who is this but Joseph’s son?”

Commentary

Most books are about other books. If they are not referring directly to them they have them at the edge of their vision and they are quoting or half-quoting from them, or agreeing or disagreeing. That’s the way we are. We are a community, even when we are doing one of the loneliest things one can do: writing a book. 

Jesus stood up in the synagogue and read from the book of Isaiah. The rabbis and scribes loved to quote commentary after commentary, but here there is silence as Jesus finishes. “The eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him.” Into that dramatic moment he spoke the words, “Today these words come true even as you listen.” Not some time in the future, not in eternity, but today. It is awkward when a book spills over into reality—into the present moment. It’s as if a picture on the wall were to expand beyond its frame and its figures were to come down the wall and speak to you. 

A zen master had spoken for an hour on the power of the present moment, the Now. At the end, someone said, “I like your concept of the Now!” The zen master reacted almost as if he had been struck. “It is not a concept!” he roared! “Now is reality,” Today is reality. Good news to the poor is to be a reality, freedom to the oppressed is to be a reality. This is real community, unlike the fictional community of books.

Friday, January 9, 2004

Friday after Epiphany

1st Reading: 1 Jn 5:5-13

Gospel: Lk 5:12-16

One day in another town, a man came to Jesus covered with leprosy. On seeing him he bowed down to the ground, and said, “Lord, if you want to, you can make me clean.”

Stretching out his hand, Jesus touched the man and said, “Yes, I want it. Be clean.” In an instant the leprosy left him. Then Jesus instructed him, “Tell this to no one. But go and show yourself to the priest. Make an offering for your healing, as Moses prescribed; that should be a proof to the people.”

But the news about Je​sus spread all the more, and large crowds came to him to listen and be healed of their sickness. As for Jesus, he would often withdraw to solitary places and pray.

Commentary

“He doesn’t have a single unpublished thought!” someone said about some writer. There is a kind of exhibitionism that is quickly recognized. It is even more true of television and the entertainment industry. Even the humble graffiti-writer with his spray-can is seeking a degree of fame. 

An exhibitionist may seem very community-oriented, but he is just the opposite. He is contributing nothing, he just wants to see his own image reflected in people’s eyes. Many people like the music of “Jesus Christ Superstar,” but the thing makes Jesus appear as just a media star who got out of his depth. Every passing age, I suppose, sees Jesus in its own terms, and ours is the age of media entertainment. 

It is striking then to read that Jesus said to the leper he had just healed, “Tell this to no one.” And that “he would often withdraw to solitary places and pray.”  

Saturday, January 10, 2004

Saturday after Epiphany

1st Reading: 1 Jn 5:14-21

Gospel: Jn 3:22-30

Jesus went into the territory of Judea with his disciples. He stayed there with them and bap​tized. John was also baptizing in Aenon near Salim where water was plentiful; people came to him and were baptized. This happened before John was put in pris​on. 
Now John’s disciples had been ques​tioned by a Jew about spiritual cleansing, so they came to him and said, “Rabbi, the one who was with you across the Jordan, and about whom you spoke favorably, is now baptizing and all are going to him.”

John answered, “No one can take on anything except what has been given him from heaven. You yourselves are my witnesses that I said: ‘I am not the Christ but I have been sent before him.’ Only the bridegroom has the bride; but the friend of the bridegroom stands by and listens, and rejoices to hear the bridegroom’s voice. My joy is now full. It is necessary that he increase but that I decrease”.

Commentary

When fifteen of us presented ourselves for entry into the Dominican order many years ago, naturally they asked us why we wanted to take such a step. One of my companions, only slightly more naive than the rest of us, replied that he didn’t want to be a preacher. He had never heard any but diocesan priests at it. He hadn’t realized then that OP stands for Order of Preachers! The humor and the humanity of it is that they only smiled and told him he was welcome.

I remember it when I read today’s gospel passage. “No one can take on anything except what has been given him from heaven.” Our own agendas are mostly maps for a low horizon, for who can know the future? God has more in store for us than we dare imagine—more and different, and more hazardous, and more wonderful. Our Faith does not tell us that we will get only what we bargain for; it tells us that everything is gift.

Sunday, January 11, 2004

BAPTISM OF THE LORD

1st Reading: Is 40:1-5, 9-11

Be comforted, my people,

be strengthened, says your God.

Speak to the heart of Jerusalem, proclaim to her

that her time of bondage is at an end,

that her guilt has been paid for,

that from the hand of Yahweh

she has received double punishment

for all her iniquity.

A voice cries, 

“In the wilderness prepare the way for Yahweh.

Make straight in the desert a highway for our God.

Every valley will be raised up;

every mountain and hill will be laid low.

The stumbling blocks shall become level

and the rugged places smooth.

The glory of Yahweh will be revealed,

and all mortals together will see it;

for the mouth of Yahweh has spoken.”

A voice says, “Cry.”

and I say, “What shall I cry?”

“All flesh is grass,

and all its beauty as the flower of the field.

The grass withers, the flower wilts,

when the breath of Yahweh blows upon it.

The grass withers, the flower fades,

but the word of our God will forever stand.”

Go up onto the high mountain, messenger of Zion,

lift up your voice with strength,

fear not to cry aloud when you tell Jerusalem

and announce to the cities of Judah:

Here is your God!

Here comes your God with might;

his strong arm rules for him;

his reward is with him,

and here before him is his booty.

Like a shepherd he tends his flock:

he gathers the lambs in his arms,

he carries them in his bosom,

gently leading those that are with young.

2nd Reading: Tit 2:11-14; 3:4-7

For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation to all, teaching us to reject an irre​ligious way of life and worldly greed, and to live in this world as responsible persons, up​right and serving God, while we await our blessed hope—the glorious manifestation of our great God and Savior Christ Jesus. He gave himself for us, to redeem us from every evil and to purify a people he wanted to be his own and dedicated to what is good.

But God our Savior revealed his eminent goodness and love for humankind and saved us, not because of good deeds we may have done but for the sake of his own mercy, to the water of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit poured over us through Christ Jesus our Savior, so that having been justified by his grace we should become heirs in hope of eternal life.

Gospel: Lk 3:15-16, 21-22
The people were wondering about John’s identity, “Could he be the Messiah?” Then John answered them, “I baptize you with water, but the one who is coming will do much more: he will baptize you with Holy Spirit and fire. As for me, I am not worthy to untie his san​dal.”

Now, with all the people who came to be baptized, Jesus too was bap​tized. Then, while he was praying, the heav​ens open​ed: the Holy Spirit came down upon him in the bodily form of a dove and a voice from heaven was heard, “You are my Son, this day I have begotten you.”

Commentary

How do you recognize John the Baptist in Christian art? He’s the scruffy one—even though it’s a scruffiness made genteel by generations of artists. He came from the desert, where “he wore a garment made of camel-hair and his food was locusts and wild honey” (Mt 3:4). His message was equally rough: he didn't begin, “My dear brothers and sisters”; he began, “Brood of vipers!” (Lk 3:7). Could he be the Messiah, the Promised One? Many thought he might be. This shows that they had no glamorized image of the Messiah. They expected a thrashing! God would burn up most of them up like chaff, John promised. This was a significant phrase: the Pharisees regarded the common people as chaff—empty husks. John’s words must have cut them to the bone. 

John’s cousin too came from the desert, but his attitude was so different. Looking at the crowd “he felt sorry for them because they were like sheep without a shepherd. Then he said to his disciples, ‘The harvest is rich but the laborers are few’” (Mt 9:36). He does not see them as chaff, but as harvest—ripe and full of life. It is because he believes in us that we are able to believe in him.
Monday, January 12

1st Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 1S 1:1-8

Gospel: Mk 1:14-20

After John was arrested, Jesus went into Galilee and began preaching the Good News of God. He said, “The time has come; the kingdom of God is at hand. Change your ways and believe the Good News.”

As Jesus was walking along the shore of Lake Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net in the lake, for they were fishermen. And Jesus said to them, “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.” At once, they abandoned their nets and followed him. Jesus went a little farther on and saw James and John, the sons of Ze​be​dee; they were in their boat mending their nets. Immediately, Jesus called them and they followed him, leaving their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men.

Commentary

The gospels are not big books, nor even small books; they would be better described as booklets. Mark’s is the shortest, about 25 pages. That means that all the content is compressed. Mark’s style is above all rapid: he often uses words like “immediately” and “straight away.” When he says in today’s reading, “Jesus saw Simon and his brother and said to them, ‘Follow me,’ and at once they left their nets and followed him,” this owes much to Mark’s style of writing. Likewise when “he saw James and John and immediately called them and they followed,” this is more quickly said than done.

But we have plenty of time, we can dwell on it and let it expand to a long conversation. We see everything with hindsight: we see things that were not seen then. We see the utterly compelling presence of the Son of God, crucified and risen. They saw a man from the backwater town of Nazareth. Whatever attracted them at the first meeting, it was his lengthy conversations, the freshness of his thinking, his compassion, that held them. 

When we are confused and distressed we can take time to sit down by the lake (any lake—or indeed anywhere) and enter into deep conversation with him, listening to his deep mind and great heart. 

Tuesday, January 13, 2004

1st Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 1S 1:9-20

Gospel: Mk 1:21-28
Jesus and his disciples went into the town of Capernaum and be​gan to teach in the synagogue during the Sabbath assem​blies. The people were astonished at the way he taught, for he spoke as one having authority and not like the teachers of the Law.

It happened that a man with an evil spirit was in their syna​gogue and he shouted, “What do you want with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you are: You are the Holy One of God.” Then Jesus faced him and said with authority, “Be silent and come out of this man!” The evil spirit shook the man violently and, with a loud shriek, came out of him.

All the people were astonished and they wondered, “What is this? With what auth​ority he preaches! He even orders evil spirits and they obey him!” And Jesus’ fame spread throughout all the country of Galilee. 

Commentary

I pity the man who had to preach in that synagogue on the following Saturday! I know how it feels: I have often had to speak after great people had finished. You feel about the size of a mouse, and very uninspired; all your ideas suddenly seem half-baked. Years ago, during the lifetime of Bernard Leach (the greatest Western craft potter of modern times), a ceramics teacher showed slides of Leach’s work to his own students. To his surprise and disappointment they made almost no comment. But he noticed that from that time on they kept few of their own pieces! That is what happens when you see the work of a master. In today’s reading Mark says twice that Jesus spoke “with authority.” “Not like their scribes,” he added. These loved to quote; everything they said was second-hand, but Jesus was himself the source, (the “author”) of what he said and did. Only once in the gospels did he give the expected reply: when the rich young man asked him what he must do to gain eternal life, Jesus told him to keep the commandments. But immediately he drew him further on and challenged him to a new way of life (Mk 10:17-21). He never leaves us with a pat answer. 

Wednesday, January 14, 2004

1st Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 1S 3:1-10, 19-20

Gospel: Mk 1:29-39
As soon as Jesus and his disciples left the synagogue, Jesus went to the home of Simon and Andrew with James and John. As Si​mon’s mother-in-law was sick in bed with fever, they immediately told him about her. Jesus went to her and taking her by the hand, raised her up. The fever left her and she began to wait on them. That eve​ning at sundown, people brought to Jesus all the sick and those who had evil spirits: the whole town was pressing around the door. Jesus healed many who had various diseases, and drove out many demons; but he did not let them speak, for they knew who he was.

Very early in the morning, before daylight, Jesus went off to a lonely place where he prayed. Si​mon and the others went out, too, searching for him; and when they found him they said, “Every​one is looking for you.” Then Jesus answered, “Let’s go to the near​by villages so that I may preach there too; for that is why I came.” 
So Jesus set out to preach in all the synagogues throughout Galilee; he also cast out demons. 

Commentary

When fame begins to catch up on him Jesus heads for the mountains or for a lonely place (Mk 1:35; Lk 5:16; 6:12; Jn 6:3,15). See also tomorrow’s reading. In today’s reading, when they told him everyone was looking for him he said, “Let’s go somewhere else.” There is a wrong kind of fame. Someone famously said that nowadays everyone can be famous for a quarter of an hour! Many people do everything they can to be famous, and some even resort to criminal acts. Having perhaps a deficient sense of identity they crave for notice: the notice of a crowd will persuade them that they exist. But on a smaller scale we all want to have our existence noted by at least a few people. Anyone who can live even for a while in a desert must have (or must develop) a powerful sense of their own existence. More profoundly they discover that their existence is not just a dull fact but a mysterious activity welling up from God moment by moment. Some people discover this in the desert of a prison, but all of us can discover it in a moment of solitude. 

Thursday, January 15, 2004

1st Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 1S 4:1-11

Gospel: Mk 1:40-45
A leper came to Jesus and beg​ged him, “If you so will, you can make me clean.” Moved with pity, Jesus stretched out his hand and touched him, saying, “I will; be clean.” The leprosy left the man at once and he was made clean. As Jesus sent the man away, he sternly warned him, “Don’t tell anyone about this, but go and show yourself to the priest and for the cleansing bring the offering ordered by Moses; in this way you will make your declaration.”

However, as soon as the man went out, he began spread​​ing the news everywhere, so that Jesus could no longer openly enter any town. But even though he stayed in the rural areas, people came to him from every​​where. 

Commentary

I’ve often heard people say, “I felt like a leper!” No need to look at their skin, though, or to count their fingers; what they are saying is that they felt isolated or completely discredited. In that sense the world is still full of lepers. There are lepers in every parish and there may even be a leper or two in one’s own house. A young man said to me recently that he felt like a leper in his own family. People were steering around him, he said; no one ever asked him what he thought or how he felt. It is one thing to choose to be alone (see yesterday’s reading), but to be cast into isolation is another. We are social beings by nature, and it requires great strength to be alone; nor is it always a good thing. What can you do for someone who feels isolated but to reach out and touch them? You are more than just you when you do that: you are society, you are community, you are the Church, you are the human race. One may even say you are Jesus. “Moved with pity, Jesus stretched out his hand and touched him.”

Friday, January 16, 2004

1st Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 1S 8:4-7, 10-22

Gospel: Mk 2:1-12
Jesus returned to Capernaum. As the news spread that he was at home, so many peo​ple gathered that there was no longer room even outside the door. While Jesus was preaching the Word to them, some people brought a pa​ra​lyzed man to him.

The four men who carried him couldn’t get near Jesus because of the crowd, so they opened the roof above the room where Jesus was and, through the hole, lowered the man on his mat. When Jesus saw the faith of these people, he said to the paralytic, “My son, your sins are forgiven.”

Now, some teachers of the Law who were sitting there wondered with​​in them​selves, “How can he speak like this insulting God? Who can forgive sins except God?”

At once Jesus knew through his spirit what they were thinking and asked, “Why do you wonder? Is it easier to say to this paralyzed man: ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say: ‘Rise, take up your mat and walk?’ But now you shall know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins.”

And he said to the paralytic, “Stand up, take up your mat and go home.” The man rose and, in the sight of all those people, he took up his mat and went out. All of them were astonished and praised God saying, “We have never seen anything like this!” 

Commentary

 “There is nothing hidden but it must be disclosed,” Jesus said once, “nothing kept secret except to be brought to light” (Mk 4:22). How is a thought, for example, brought to light? By becoming an action. Thought is a kind of incipient action; when it is full-blown it is an action. The Japanese zen master Deshimaru, who lived about fifteen years in France, said that western culture had become weak and decadent. We have been weakened, he said, by excessive use of the mind and imagination, without action. Of course we are active, but it is nervous activism, which can be a flight from real action. We don’t bring our deepest thoughts to fruition in action, we complicate them so much that we can scarcely even understand them ourselves. Thinking become so specialized that only philosophers can engage in it, and they become professors rather than doers! Meanwhile the doers dive into activism. You have lost the run of yourselves, he said. 

Jesus wasn’t thinking about sin as a concept, he saw it as a crippling thing. “Is it easier to say to this paralyzed man: Your sins are forgiven, or to say: Rise, take up your mat and walk?” Then he said, “Stand up!” And the man stood up and walked. 

Saturday, January 17, 2004

1st Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 1S 9:1-4, 17-19; 10:1

Gospel: Mk 2:13-17
When Jesus went out again beside the lake, a crowd came to him and he taught them. As he walked along, he saw a tax collector sitting in his office. This was Levi, the son of Al​​pheus. Jesus said to him, “Follow me.” And Levi got up and followed him.

And it so happened that while Jesus was eating in Levi’s house, tax collectors and sinners were sitting with him and his dis​ciples for there were indeed many of them. But there were also teachers of the Law of the Pha​​ri​sees’ party, among those who followed Jesus, and when they saw him eating with sinners and tax collectors, they said to his disciples, “Why! He eats with tax collectors and sinners!”

Jesus heard them and answered, “Healthy people don’t need a doctor, but sick people do. I did not come to call the righteous but sinners.” 

Commentary

Levi (also known as Bartholomew) was still working at his rotten job when Jesus called him. It was an ugly exploitative job: he and his likes were shunned by Pharisees and befriended by nobody. But Jesus didn’t wait till he had turned his back on his old way of life. He called him while he was “sitting in his office,” totting up his profits, it may be, for he was a tax collector. What do we see next? A whole crowd of tax collectors, having a meal—and Jesus in the middle of them! And for good measure there were some public sinners there too. In those days, to sit at table with someone was to express unrestricted friendship with them. What were they talking about? Try and imagine that! There’s some empty space on this page; get a pencil and have a go! 
Sunday, January 18, 2004

FEAST OF THE STO. NIÑO

1st Reading: Is 9:1-6

The people who walk in darkness have seen a great light.

A light has dawned on those who live in the land of the shadow of death.

You have enlarged the nation; you have increased their joy.

They rejoice before you, as people rejoice at harvest time

as they rejoice in dividing the spoil.

For the yoke of their burden, the bar across their shoulders, the rod of their oppressors, you have broken it as on the day of Midian.

Every warrior’s boot that tramped in war, every cloak rolled in blood, will be thrown out for burning, will serve as fuel for the fire.

For a child is born to us, a son is given us; the royal ornament is laid upon his shoulder, and his name is proclaimed: “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.”

To the increase of his powerful rule in peace, there will be no end.

Vast will be his dominion, he will reign on David’s throne and over all his kingdom, to establish and uphold it with justice and righteousness from this time onward and forever.

The zealous love of Yahweh Sabaoth will do this. 

2nd Reading: Eph 1:3-6, 15-18

Blessed be God, the Father of Christ Jesus our Lord, who in Christ has blessed us from heaven with every spiritual blessing. God chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and without sin in his presence.

From eternity he destined us in love to be his adopted sons and daughters through Christ Jesus, thus fulfilling his free and generous will.

This goal suited him: that his loving-kindness which he granted us in his Beloved might finally receive all glory and praise.

I have been told of your faith and your affection towards all the believers, so I always give thanks to God, remembering you in my prayers. 

May the God of Christ Jesus our Lord, the Father of Glory, reveal himself to you and give you a spirit of wisdom and revelation, that you may know him. May he enlighten your inner vision, that you may appreciate the things we hope for, since we were called by God. May you know how great is the inheritance, the glory, God sets apart for his saints. 

Gospel: Lk 2:41-52
Every year the parents of Jesus went to Jerusalem for the Feast of the Passover, as was customary. And when Jesus was twelve years old, he went up with them according to the custom for this feast. After the festival was over, they returned, but the boy Jesus remained in Jerusalem and his parents did not know it.

They thought he was in the company and after walking the whole day they looked for him among their relatives and friends. As they did not find him, they went back to Jerusalem searching for him, and on the third day they found him in the Temple, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and asking questions. And all the people were amazed at his understanding and his answers.

His parents were very surprised when they saw him and his mother said to him, “Son, why have you done this to us? Your father and I were very worried while searching for you.” Then he said to them, “Why were you looking for me? Do you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?” But they did not understand this answer.

Jesus went down with them, returning to Nazareth, and he continued to be subject to them. As for his mother, she kept all these things in her heart. And Jesus increased in wisdom and age, and in divine and human favor.

Commentary

The boy Jesus caused a delay of five days: his parents had to return to the city, a day’s journey, and then spend three days searching for him, before making their way back again to where they were when they first missed him. I have seen one or two mothers whose child went missing for an hour or so, and it is a chilling sight; it must be an unimaginable feeling. For four of those five days, Mary and Joseph knew that feeling. There is exceptional restraint in Luke’s description of their meeting (as translated in the Christian Community Bible), “His parents were very surprised when they saw him.” Later piety made more of it, commemorating it as the fifth joyful mystery of the rosary. It could equally well have been a sorrowful mystery, had people concentrated their piety on the other four days: the losing of the child Jesus. Joy and sorrow are often so closely linked as to be inseparable. It must be especially true for parents. Why do we keep the joyful, the sorrowful and the glorious mysteries so separated—even consigning them, in the rosary, to different days of the week? 

Homework: see how many of the mysteries could fit in more than one category!  

Monday, January 19, 2004

2nd Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 1S 15:16-23

Gospel: Mk 2:18-22

One day, when the disciples of John the Baptist and the Pharisees were fasting, some people asked Jesus, “Why is it that both the disciples of John and of the Pha​risees fast, but yours do not?” Jesus answered, “How can the wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with them? As long as they have the bride​groom with them, they cannot fast. But the day will come when the bridegroom will be taken from them and on that day they will fast.

No one sews a piece of new cloth on an old coat, because the new patch will shrink and tear away from the old cloth, making a worse tear. And no one puts new wine into old wineskins, for the wine would burst the skins and then both the wine and the skins would be lost. But new wine, new skins!” 

Commentary

There is a great deal of “bridal spirituality” in the Old Testament: that is, relating to God as to one’s spouse. To take just one example: 


“You shall be called ‘My delight is in her’


For the Lord delights in you


As a bridegroom rejoices over the bride


So shall your God rejoice over you.” (Is 62:4,5)

Jesus may have been referring to such passages when he replied, “How can the wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with them?” Everything human is transient: joy doesn’'t last forever. A day will come, he said, when they will not be rejoicing; on that day they can fast. But while joy is here be filled with it! Then it will stay around you a little longer. And when you have to move into sadness there will still be some effect, some coloring of that joy in you; your sadness will not be miserable but quiet and deep. But if your joy is measured and miserable, your sadness will be an even greater misery. Our joy and our sorrow take the measure of each other. 

Tuesday, January 20, 2004

2nd Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 1S 16:1-13

Gospel: Mk 2:23-28
One Sabbath he was walking through grainfields. As his disciples walked along with him, they began to pick the heads of grain and crush them in their hands. Then the Pharisees said to Jesus, “Look! they are doing what is forbidden on the Sabbath!”

And he said to them, “Have you never read what David did in his time of need, when he and his men were very hungry? He went into the house of God when Abiathar was High Priest and ate the bread of offering, which only the priests are allowed to eat, and he also gave some to the men who were with him.” Then Jesus said to them, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sab​bath. So the Son of Man is master even of the Sabbath.” 

Commentary

I knew a canon lawyer who used to say, There are two kinds of canon lawyer: the one who studies the law in order to tie you down with it, and the one who studies it in order to set you free. He himself was the latter kind. It sounded somewhat seditious in a Church lawyer! Yet, as he loved to point out, in Latin the Code of Canon Law is called “codex iuris canonici”; and the word “ius” (genitive: “iuris”) does not mean “law” but “right.” Canonical Rights. It is about defending your rights. 

Jesus never bound people up with the Law; in fact he accused the Pharisees of doing just this. “Woe to you lawyers also! for you load people down with burdens they can hardly carry, and you yourselves will not lift one finger to help them” (Lk 11:46). In today’s reading he scanned history to find exceptions to the law against working on the Sabbath, and he found them! Then he made the most radical statement about law and law-making: the Law is for human beings, not human beings for the Law. He said this in relation to the Sabbath, which was no corporation bye-law, but a law of divine origin (Ex 20:10). The deepest intention of the Law is to set you free. When you think about it, this is not so surprising. Surely God wants to set you free: your freedom is God’s gift. Jesus came “to set captives free” (Lk 4:18).

Wednesday, January 21, 2004

2nd Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 1S 17:32-33, 37, 40-51

Gospel: Mk 3:1-6
Again Jesus entered the synagogue. A man who had a paralyzed hand was there and some people watched Jesus: Would he heal the man on the Sabbath? If he did they could accuse him.

Jesus said to the man with the para​lyzed hand, “Stand here in the center.” Then he asked them, “What does the Law allow us to do on the Sabbath? To do good or to do harm? To save life or to kill?” But they were silent.

Then Jesus looked around at them with anger and deep sadness because they had closed their minds. And he said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.” He stretched it out and his hand was healed. But as soon as the Pharisees left, they met with He​rod’s supporters, looking for a way to destroy Jesus. 

Commentary

Mark is the only gospel-writer who mentions the anger of Jesus. Of course John mentions that he drove the buyers and sellers out of the Temple (Jn 2:15), but he doesn't say explicitly that he was angry. Another small but distinctive thing in Mark’s gospel: he often says that Jesus “looked around” (3:34; 5:32; 10:23; 11:11). In today’s reading you get both, “he looked around at them with anger.” Many pictures of Jesus have him looking up at the sky with a sad sentimental look on his face. Have you ever seen a picture of him looking around with anger? I haven’t. Such a picture would never become popular, but it would at least show that we weren’t restricting Jesus to being merely “nice”. (Incidentally, in Middle English the word “nice” meant “stupid”.) 

Why was he so furious? “Because they had closed their minds,” this translation says. “Because of their hard-heartedness,” says another. These only seem different. The mind is open by its nature; it is the heart that closes the mind. These sullen people in front of him had no feeling for people, no love; and so their minds were closed. Love is an opening, a kind of wound. Julian of Norwich prayed for “the wound of true compassion.” God grant that we may never be healed of it! 

Thursday, January 22, 2004

2nd Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 1 S 18:6-9; 19:1-7

Gospel: Mk 3:7-12

Jesus and his disciples withdrew to the lakeside and a large crowd from Galilee followed him. A great number of people also came from Judea, Jerusalem, Idumea, Trans​jordan and from the region of Tyre and Si​don, for they had heard of all that he was doing.

Because of the crowd, Jesus told his disciples to have a boat ready for him, to prevent the people from crush​ing him. He healed so many that all who had diseases kept pressing towards him to touch him. Even the people who had evil spirits, when​ever they saw him, would fall down before him and cry out, “You are the Son of God.”

But he warned them sternly not to tell anyone who he was.

Commentary

Things were getting out of hand: this reading is crammed with people: “a large crowd,” “a great number,” “so many.” And look at that litany of places they came from: they represent the whole country! Jesus hasn’t room to stand, he has to sit in a little boat and speak from there. Besides being faintly ridiculous, this is not the most stable platform for a passionate speaker! 

It seems to have been a turning point. After this he changed his method: he began to concentrate on teaching his disciples (see the beginning of tomorrow’s reading). 

This is a good reading for people who tend to over-stretch themselves and feel guilty if they are not always working frantically. More is not necessarily better. It doesn’t flatter the ego to say so, but sometimes the best thing you can do for others is to rest! Even Jesus had to leave many things undone. 

Friday, January 23, 2004

2nd Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 1S 24:3-21

Gospel: Mk 3:13-19

Jesus went up into the hill country and called those he want​ed and they came to him. So he appointed twelve to be with him; and he called them apostles. He wanted to send them out to preach, and he gave them authority to drive out demons.

These are the Twelve: Simon, to whom he gave the name Peter; James, son of Zebedee, and John his brother, to whom he gave the name Boanerges, which means “men of thunder”; Andrew, Philip, Bar​tholo​mew, Matthew, Thomas, James son of Al​pheus, Thaddeus, Si​mon the Cananean and Judas Iscariot, the one who betrayed him.

Commentary

Sometimes I have to scratch my head to think what to say to you about the day’s reading. When nothing comes I begin to look for “polarities”: opposites that make the text somehow three-dimensional and rising off the page. What caught my eye in this reading was the polarity of “to be with him” and “to send them out.” If he wanted them to be with him, why did he send them out? 

Mark often uses this phrase “to be with (him)”—2:19; 4:36; 5:18; 14:14, 67; 15:41. It is said to be almost his definition of discipleship. Peter was Mark’s source, and Peter wrote about the time “when we were with him on the holy mountain” (2P 1:18). In today’s reading, too, it is a mountain (well a hill). To be a disciple is to be with him on the holy mountain of prayer and meditation. But neither he nor they stayed forever on the mountain; they “went out” to the whole world. Every disciple is called not only to be with him but to go out to others. Prayer and action, said St. Catherine of Siena, are like our two feet: we need them both if we are to follow the Way. 

Saturday, January 24, 2004

2nd Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 2S 1:1-4, 11-12, 19, 23-27

Gospel: Mk 3:20-21

Jesus and his disciples went home. The crowd began to gather again and they couldn’t even have a meal. Knowing what was happening his relatives came to take charge of him: “He is out of his mind,” they said. 

Commentary

Was Jesus mad? Or was the crowd mad? This reading could be taken either way. In Greek the word for “he” and the word “it” are the same; so it could read, “His relatives came to take charge of him because it (the crowd) was out of its mind.” Many people would be sorry to exclude Jesus from the long list of mad saints and saintly comedians and idiots. (The main character in Dostoyevsky’s novel, “The Idiot”, is a Jesus figure.) 

But what’s the difference? If Jesus is described as mad and the crowd as sane, or if Jesus is described as sane and the crowd as mad, the contrast between them is the same. And who’s calling Jesus mad? The crowd! So you have a choice: do you want to identify with the crowd calling Jesus mad, or with Jesus calling the crowd mad? Who do you believe in your heart of hearts?


On how to sing,


The frog school and the skylark school


Are arguing – (Shiki) 

I’m a frog myself, preferring to call Jesus mad. But I think I’ve sometimes heard the faraway note of a skylark in the voices of other frogs. 

Sunday, January 25, 2004

3rd Sunday in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: Ne 8:2-4, 5-6, 8-10

Ezra brought the Law before the assembly, both men and women and all the children who could understand what was being read. It was the first day of the seventh month. Ezra read the book before all of them from early morning until midday in the square facing the Water Gate; and all who heard were attentive to the Book of the Law.

Ezra, the teacher of the Law, stood on a wooden platform built for that occasion and to his right were Mattithiah, Shema, Anaiah, Uriah, Hilkiah and Maaseiah; and to his left were Pedaiah, Mishael, Malchijah, Hashum, Hasbaddanah, Zechariah and Meshullam.

Ezra opened the book in the sight of all the people, for he was in a higher place; and when he opened it, all the people stood. Ezra blessed Yahweh, the great God; and all the people lifted up their hands and answered, “Amen! Amen!” And they bowed their heads to the ground.

They read from the Book of the Law of God, clarifying and interpreting the meaning, so that everyone might understand what they were hearing.

Then Ezra, the teacher of the Law, said to the people, “This day is dedicated to Yahweh, your God, so do not be sad or weep.” He said this because all wept when they heard the reading of the Law. Then he said to them, “Go and eat rich foods, drink sweet wine and share with him who has nothing prepared. 

“This day is dedicated to the Lord, so do not be sad. The joy of Yahweh is our strength.”

2nd Reading: 1 Cor 12:12-14, 17

As the body is one, having many members, and all the members, while being many, form one body, so it is with Christ. All of us, whether Jews or Greeks, slaves or free, have been baptized in one Spirit to form one body and all of us have been given to drink from the one Spirit.

The body has not just one member, but many. If all the body were eye, how would we hear? And if all the body were ear, how would we smell?

Gospel: Lk 1:1-4; 4:14-21

Several people have set themselves to relate the events that have taken place among us, as they were told by the first witnesses who later became ministers of the Word. After I myself had carefully gone over the whole story from the beginning, it seemed right for me to give you, Theophilus, an orderly account, so that your Excellency may know the truth of all you have been taught.

Jesus acted with the power of the Spirit, and on his return to Galilee the news about him spread throughout all that territory. He began teaching in the synagogues of the Jews and everyone praised him.

When Jesus came to Nazareth where he had been brought up, he entered the synagogue on the Sabbath as he usually did. He stood up to read and they handed him the book of the prophet Isaiah.

Jesus then unrolled the scroll and found the place where it is written: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me. He has anointed me to bring good news to the poor, to proclaim liberty to captives and new sight to the blind; to free the oppressed and announce the Lord’s year of mercy.”

Jesus then rolled up the scroll, gave it to the attendant and sat down, while the eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. Then he said to them, “Today these prophetic words come true even as you listen.”

Commentary

The scholars tell us that that first paragraph is the most polished Greek in the New Testament. The New Testament is written in vernacular “common Greek”. This was a dialect that was far removed from the elegance of classical Greek; its grammar was greatly simplified and it borrowed freely from Middle Eastern languages. A scholar writes, “It only slowly came to be used in literary works by lower-class writers. Of these the most important are the four Gospels of the New Testament.”

Luke began in sparkling style. Immediately however he plunges into the muddier reality of his own day, “In the days of King Herod of Judea.” But today’s reading skips to chapter 4. Here too, and in the rest of the gospel, it is everyday reality and not literary style that will count. 

Jesus arrives on the scene, “acting with the power of the Spirit.” The Spirit has no form, and would therefore not appeal to Greeks, whose civilization was almost a worship of form. Order, harmony, beauty, timeless perfection: these they appreciated; not the formlessness and unpredictability of a Holy Spirit (symbolized in the New Testament as “wind” or “fire”). Their great thinkers regarded infinity as an imperfection—because it has no form. 

The Holy Spirit, through the guttural sounds of Hebrew and the country accent of Jesus, proclaimed new sight to the blind, freedom for the oppressed, good news for the poor. And Jesus did not say that it would come about in a timeless world of thought, but today and in this dusty and muddy world. 
Monday, January 26, 2004

Sts. Timothy and Titus

1st Reading: 2 Tim 1:1-8 or Tit 1:1-5

Gospel: Lk 10:1-9

The Lord appointed seventy-two other disciples and sent them two by two ahead of him to every town and place, where he himself was to go. And he said to them, “The har​vest is rich, but the workers are few. So you must ask the Lord of the harvest to send workers to his harvest. Courage! I am sending you like lambs among wolves. Set off without purse or bag or sandals; and do not stop at the homes of those you know.

Whatever house you enter, first bless them saying: ‘Peace to this house.’ If a friend of peace lives there, the peace shall rest upon that person. But if not, the blessing will return to you. Stay in that house eating and drinking at their table, for the worker deserves to be paid. Do not move from house to house.

When they welcome you in any town, eat what they offer you. Heal the sick who are there and say to them: ‘The kingdom of God has drawn near to you.”

Commentary

 “Amen” (pronounced in every possible way) is a word in every language—though the French say instead ‘Ainsi soit-il’ at the end of their prayers, and older Italians say ‘E così sia’: both of which mean ‘Amen’ or ‘so be it!’ A scholar says that “Amen I say to you” was an expression characteristic of Jesus, because it occurs nowhere else in literature. That is somehow interesting to know. Just as we have evidence that he had a country accent, we also know a speech habit of his—as when someone often says, ‘Yes indeed,’ or ‘To be sure.’ Sometimes it is translated rather too solemnly as “I tell you solemnly.” The present translation (and the RSV) have, “Truly, I say to you.”

Just as the word Amen is in every language, it is (or was) marked on the landscape too. There is a place called Amen Corner in London, near St. Paul’s Cathedral. It is at the end of Paternoster Row. The monks of old, walking in procession, began the Our Father (the ‘Pater noster’) there and finished just as they reached the corner. (There is also Ave Maria Lane nearby.) 

All of these places were destroyed in an air raid on the 28th of December 1940. If war isn’t the work of Beelzebul or Satan, what is? It tries to wipe all traces of Jesus from the world. The buildings were destroyed, but of course it is impossible to destroy place itself. All those places are still on the map of London.

Tuesday, January 27, 2004

3rd Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 2 S 6:12-15, 17-19

Gospel: Mk 3:31-35

Jesus’ mother and brothers came. As they stood outside, they sent someone to call him. The crowd sitting around Jesus told him, “Your mother and your brothers are outside asking for you.” He replied, “Who are my mother and my brothers?”

And looking around at those who sat there he said, “Here are my mother and my brothers. Whoever does the will of God is brother and sister and mother to me.”

Commentary

If indeed Jesus’ family thought he was mad (see January 24), then they belonged to those who “stood outside.” Belonging to the same family or race as Jesus does not make one a disciple (see Mt 3:9). Not that, but doing the will of God. This was the passion of his life; anyone who was not part of that was not part of him. In the agony of Gethsemane he was able to say, “Not my will but yours be done.” In him the passion to do the Father’s will was deeper than death; it is not surprising then that it should also be deeper than birth and natural life. 

How many things are deeper than birth and death? Or more practically, how many things are deeper in me than birth and death? Or still more practically, what would I live and die for? “Nothing to live or die for,” sang John Lennon, imagining an ideal world. But when the great Vincent McNabb was asked in Hyde Park, London, what he would do if he was faced with martyrdom, he replied, “I’d probably deny the Faith immediately!” It expressed the humility of a man who knew that in the real world everything is grace when it comes to the crunch. “Nothing to live and die for” is not a description of an ideal world but precisely the opposite: a world without an ideal. Better to be a failure (under grace) in the real world than to imagine one where it is impossible to fail because there is nothing at which to succeed. 

Wednesday, January 28, 2004

3rd Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 2S 7:4-17

Gospel: Mk 4:1-20

Again Jesus began to teach by the lake, but such a large crowd gathered about him that he got into a boat and sat in it on the lake while the crowd stood on the shore. He taught them many things through stories or parables. In his teaching he said, “Listen! The sower went out to sow. As he sowed, some of the seed fell along a path and the birds came and ate it up. Some of the seed fell on rocky ground where it had little soil; it sprang up im​mediately because it had no depth; but when the sun rose and burned it, it withered because it had no roots. Other seed fell among thorn bushes and the thorns grew and choked it, so it didn’t produce any grain. But some seed fell on good soil, grew and in​creased and yielded grain; some produced thirty times as much, others sixty and others one hun​dred times as much.” And Jesus added, “Listen then, if you have ears.”

When the crowd went away, some who were around him with the Twelve asked about the parables.

He answered them, “The mystery of the kingdom of God has been given to you. But for those outside, everything comes in parables, so that the more they see, they don’t perceive; the more they hear, they don’t understand; otherwise they would be converted and pardoned.”

Jesus said to them, “Don’t you understand this parable? How then will you understand any of the parables?

“What the sower is sowing is the word. Those along the path where the seed fell are people who hear the word, but as soon as they do, Satan comes and takes away the word that was sown in them.

“Other people receive the word like rocky ground. As soon as they hear the word, they accept it with joy, but they have no roots so it lasts only a little while. No sooner does trouble or persecution come be​cause of the word, than they fall.

“Others receive the seed as among thorns. After they hear the word, they are caught up in the worries of this life, false hopes of riches and other desires. All these come in and choke the word so that finally it produces nothing.

“And there are others who receive the word as good soil. They hear the word, take it to heart and produce: some thirty, some sixty and some one hun​dred times as much.” 

Commentary

Again a reference to “those outside" (see yesterday’s reading). But he will not reject those outsiders and shape his own followers into a narrow circle, a cult. No, he will teach them in parables: that is, with stories, images. Jesus was a consummate story-teller; some of his stories are among the greatest in any literature, and would be remembered even if he wasn’t who he was. 

Abstract statements you either understand there and then or you fail to understand. You have to catch them in the air when they’re flying; you get no second chance. But a story stays with you even if you don’t grasp its full meaning. It waits for you, it gives you time. It’s part of courtesy to wait for people who cannot move fast. Think of parables as part of the courtesy of Jesus. He’s waiting for your mind to open, your spirit to deepen. And that’s the point of this particular parable: the readiness of the soil makes all the difference. 

Thursday, January 29, 2004

3rd Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 2 S 7:18-19, 24-29

Gospel: Mk 4:21-25

Jesus also said to them, “When the light comes, is it to be put under a tub or a bed? Surely it is put on a lamp​​stand. What​ever is hidden will be disclosed, and whatever is kept secret will be brought to light. Listen then, if you have ears!”

And he also said to them, “Pay attention to what you hear. In the measure you give, so shall you receive and still more will be given to you. For to the one who produces something, more will be given, and from him who does not produce anything, even what he has will be taken away from him.”

Commentary

Every language has its own homespun wisdom, and this is often best seen in its proverbs. In Irish, for example, “A friend’s eye is a good mirror.” “Don’t break your shin on a stool that isn’t in your way.” “A wild goose never laid a tame egg.” “Winter comes fast on the lazy.” “The herb that can’t be got is the one that brings relief.” “The person who brings a story to you will take two away.” “The man who was dividing Ireland didn’t leave himself last.” “No man ever wore a cravat as nice as his own child’s arm around his neck.” “He that is bad at giving a lodging is good at showing the road.” “A person often ties a knot with his tongue that can’t be loosened with his teeth.” “When you go forth to find a wife, leave your eyes at home and take your two ears with you.” “It’s no delay to stop and edge the tool.” “Time and patience will bring the snail to Jerusalem.” And so on and on endlessly! 

Jesus quoted two proverbs from his own language in this passage, “No one lights a lamp to put it under a tub,” and “The measure you give is the measure you get.” Don’t ask me to add a commentary to them: proverbs are well able to speak for themselves!

Friday, January 30, 2004

3rd Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 2 S 11:1-4, 5-10, 13-17

Gospel: Mk 4:26-34

Jesus also said, “In the kingdom of God it is like this. A man scatters seed upon the soil. Whether he is asleep or awake, be it day or night, the seed sprouts and grows, he knows not how. The soil produces of itself; first the blade, then the ear, then the full grain in the ear. And when it is ripe for harvesting they take the sickle for the cutting: the time for harvest has come.”

Jesus also said, “What is the kingdom of God like? To what shall we compare it? It is like a mustard seed which, when sown, is the smallest of all the seeds scattered upon the soil. But once sown, it grows up and becomes the largest of the plants in the gar​den and even grows branches so big that the birds of the air can take shelter in its shade.”

Jesus used many such stories or parables, to proclaim the word to them in a way they would be able to understand. He would not teach them with​out parables; but privately to his disciples he explained every​thing.

Commentary

For “kingdom” say “presence”. Then read it again. “The presence of God is like this: a man scatters seed upon the soil. Whether he is asleep or awake, be it day or night, the seed sprouts and grows, he knows not how.” The seeds of awareness of God are in us. They will not suddenly leap into the air, bypassing all stages of growth, and fill the grain loft to the door. Instead they will lie in the damp earth, lost and forgotten, seeming dead. But the miracle of life is happening there where no one can see and no one can understand or explain. Then the most vulnerable part appears just above the ground. It has no defenses, it doesn’t find itself in a glasshouse; it is exposed to everything that could happen to it. That’s life. Only love could take such risks.

In this parable Jesus says that the presence of God is like that. Now, for “presence of God” just say “God”. God doesn’t appear with flashes of lightning and claps of thunder. God appears slowly, microscopically, humbly, tenderly. Our part is to wait, to listen, to have the wise humility of the earth, and to have faith and hope and love. 

Saturday, January 31, 2004

3rd Week in Ordinary Time

1st Reading: 2S 12:1-7, 10-17

Gospel: Mk 4:35-41

One day when eve​ning had come, Jesus said to his disciples, “Let’s go across to the other side.” So they left the crowd and took him away in the boat he had been sitting in, and other boats set out with him. Then a storm gathered and it began to blow a gale. The waves spilled over into the boat so that it was soon filled with water. And Jesus was in the stern, asleep on the cushion.

They woke him up and said, “Master, don’t you care if we sink?” As Jesus awoke, he rebuked the wind and ordered the sea, “Quiet now! Be still!” The wind dropped and there was a great calm. Then Jesus said to them, “Why are you so frightened? Do you still have no faith?”

But they were terrified and they said to one another, “Who can this be? Even the wind and the sea obey him!” 

Commentary

If you ask us today to say what the opposite of faith is, we would be inclined to say, Doubt. But in this passage (as in many other passages in the New Testament) it seems to be fear, or a certain kind of fear. See this contrast of fear and faith in the verse, “Why are you frightened? Do you still have no faith?” 

Our natural instincts are our friends; they are our equipment for survival as individuals and as species. So this must be true of fear. But like all our instincts it can become neurotic and turn against us. Then it becomes a crippling force, preventing us from doing anything, good or bad. It can cripple us visibly and invisibly: if my knees are knocking and my face is pale, I am visibly in the grip of fear; but I am invisibly in its grip if I have easily put aside—or not even considered—challenges and openings that were lying there for me. I can be frightened and not look it.

That little boat crossing a storm-tossed lake is a symbol of our life. Many things tell us—and we tell one another—to be afraid. But “do we still have no faith?” 


Taken from Bible Diary 2004 and Daily Gospel 2004
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