B.15th Sunday in Ordinary Time #3                                                    

Mk6: 7-13

Scene

Jesus sends his disciples to preach the Word in his name.  Before they embarked he instructs them regarding the proper attitudes and behavior of those who would represent him.

Background

Jesus’ rejection by “his own” in 6: 1-6 (last Sunday’s gospel) apparently motivates him to advance rather than to retreat.  Undaunted by the rejection, he decides to step up his efforts and extend his influence by appointing the Twelve to be his representatives.  Though Mk does not use the noun for “apostle” but the verb “send out,” the idea is there. Behind it is the Hebrew word shaliah, “messenger” or “apostle” (the one sent).  It was a quasi-technical term for one who acted in the name of the one who sent him and was vested with full authorization to, in effect, be that person for all practical purposes.  Reduced to its simplest form, the Law acknowledged that “the sent one is as the one who commissioned him.”  In essence, Jesus wants those who represent him to have the same attitudes and actions as he has.

Jesus had not as yet died and risen, so this missionary effort is not the same as the post-resurrection commissioning where his Spirit is communicated to those who believe and are baptized.  This expedition has as its purpose the preaching of repentance, a change of heart, to be open and ready to enter the Kingdom or realm of God, the divine atmosphere when it is completed by Jesus’ self-sacrifice.

Text

V.  7 two by two: The Law required the testimony of two witnesses in order to be valid.  Thus, his delegates will

 meet those requirements and remove any obstacle to being believed.

authority over unclean spirits:  The word for “authority” and “power” are the same in Greek (exousia).  The 

missionaries are given the same power Jesus had.  Jesus shares all he has with them.  As he expelled evil spirits, so would they, as a sign that the Kingdom is breaking into the human condition “with power”.

V.  8 take nothing...but: The specifics of what the disciples are to take with them varies in the several sets of instructions Jesus gives in sending out, first the Twelve, and then the Seventy.  In Mt 10:10 they are not to wear sandals.  Here, they may.  Likewise, Mt forbids the walking stick.  Here, it is permitted.  In Lk 9:3 no mention is made of sandals or staff one way or the other.  Yet, in 10:4 sandals are forbidden.  In Lk 22:36 Jesus says (at the Last Supper): “But now if you have a purse, take it; if you have a haversack, do the same; if you have no sword, sell your cloak and buy one.” Clearly, Jesus does not mean (in the light of all he has taught) that the disciples carry swords.  He is speaking metaphorically.  We can safely conclude that all the specifics of what to carry and not carry along are meant to describe an attitude rather than specific mandates.  If it were otherwise there would not be so much variation in the texts.  That attitude comes down to traveling light, as light as the circumstances will warrant.  The disciples are to be as unencumbered by material things as was he.  They are to use what they need and no more.

The poverty of the messengers who travel without provisions, without money in their pockets, and without additional protective clothing is a sign of a life like that of the birds and wild flowers in Mt 6: 25-34, in which there is no reliance upon one’s own means.  Messengers who wish to provide for every emergency, indeed every contingency, do not have faith.  Others will see this underlying attitude expressed by such luggage and lose credibility in the message because of their overly cautious reliance upon their own resources (material or spiritual) rather than on the one whom they proclaim.  On the other hand, they should make use of what they need without hesitation, and not frantically regard asceticism as something worthwhile in itself.  (Furthermore, the fact that every Jewish city [we are told by Josephus, the Jewish historian] had a social welfare worker who provided food and clothing for wanderers must not be forgotten.)

V.  10 whatever house...stay: Here the disciples are warned against trying to find the most comfortable place to

stay.  They are to avoid the temptation to seek creature comforts at the expense of the message.  Apostles who stay with those who lavish comforts upon them end up listening to their (the hosts’) message rather than the other way around.  It risks compromising the integrity of the message if one is too dependent upon the hospitality of others.

V.  11 shake the dust: Should it happen that one stays with someone who wants to convert the messenger to his beliefs and way of life, then the messenger must go.  Should it happen that a whole town or congregation does not listen or is hostile to the message, then the messenger must go.  “Shake the dust from your feet” was an expression used to describe a Jew when leaving Gentile territory (and hence, unclean) and re-entering the Holy Land.  It was also done when entering the Temple. ( We still wipe our feet, so to speak, when entering a home from outside.)  It was a sign of separation from the unclean, a symbolic action indicating that the place was as good as heathen. The Talmud said: “No one is to go into the Temple with staff, sandals, girdle of money or dusty feet.”  All of this language would be familiar to the disciples.  The idea was that when one entered the Temple he was to make clear that he was separating himself from business and worldly affairs and cares.  Jesus wanted his disciples to approach the world like the Temple of God it is.)

leave:  Rejection of the message must not be considered so innocuous that the results of such a rejection are ignored.  With every authoritative proclamation, judgment (“testimony against them”) is also pronounced.  For this reason, the messengers of Jesus have  “a task but no goal”; i.e. they must proclaim the message and with all their being, even with their outward behavior, but the responsibility for the outcome must be left to God and the response to their preaching left to the individual’s free will.

V.  13 anointed the sick with oil: Oil was frequently used as a medicinal salve.  (We would call such things “ointment”, a word related to “anointing”.)  In this instance and in Jas 5:14 it is associated with healing of a miraculous sort.  The oil is apparently an outward symbol of the gracious and efficacious word that makes the healing possible.  Jesus didn’t need to use such signs, but, to indicate both that the action was efficacious of an invisible reality as well as not done by the power of the disciple (rather by Jesus whom the disciple represents), Jesus began the practice of having his disciples use (sacramental) signs to indicate his presence, power and love.

Reflection

When Jesus was rejected by “his own, he was “amazed at their lack of faith.” (last Sunday’s gospel, Mk6: 6). He did not expect that reaction, or, at least, so strong a negative reaction. These were people Jesus had grown up with and around. No doubt he was fond of them. Rejection by one’s own- be it family, friends, colleagues, etc.- is hurtful. It would jolt anyone and Jesus, being human, was no exception. Of all life’s negative experiences, rejection is one of the worst. Some people never recover from it. We hear it in their voices every time they speak, for they bring up past rejection or rejections within the first tem minutes or so of just about every and any conversation. That’s because it always being played back on the tape recorder of their minds. Such folks harbor resentment and launch their ship of sorrow every chance they get. Only they never hoist anchor. So the ship stays in port, inside them, to be abortively launched again and again, but go nowhere.

In one sense these folks are no different from anyone else. Just about ten minutes into every conversation (after the formalities about the weather and such have been gotten over with) we all reveal what’s preoccupying our minds. If we are joyful then we will reveal that. If we are grateful that will become obvious. If we are grieving that will come to the surface. And if we are resentful and angry that will show too. What is on our mind will reach our lips. That’s the very nature of conversation and communication.

We are not surprised that Jesus did not let the rejection of “his own” get him down. Oh, it got to him. He felt the sting, but it did not get him down and certainly not keep him down. Instead of withdrawing to lick his wounds, he bounced right back. (We call it “resilience,” from the Latin root sal- , meaning “to leap.”) Actually, he bounced more than back. He bounced forward. He used the experience to reflect and then realize that he was going to need help in spreading the good news of God’s coming kingdom. This time he got away with his life and limb intact. Next time he might not be so lucky and some time in the future it will be inevitable that some one will either assassinate or execute him. He learned from his experiences, especially the negative and painful ones. He grew from them. He turned the negatives into positives. He listened to his wounds instead of licking them. Although his own would be held accountable for rejecting him and his message (“Shake the dust from your feet.”), they did him and us a service, though unintentionally. From this point on Jesus knows he will establish a church to continue his work . First the Twelve, then the Seventy, then, through them, the whole world. Imagine! We can trace the origin of this worldwide church back to this experience of rejection. If Jesus can get that much out of rejection, so can we! We can look for and find the seed of growth in every crash, crush, crunch and crack of our lives. If we listen carefully enough we will hear what God wants us to do to turn bad experiences into good outcomes. 

Of course, Jesus, as a human being, was hurt. So are we. Listening to God’s word does not take the pain away. But it does give it meaning and it gives us a challenge to turn the pain into possibility. Instead of giving his close associates a sob story about how hurt he was, he gave them his power to do in his name what one day he will not be physically around to do. One day soon there would be just too many people in whom Christ lives for any worldly power or force to stamp him out. Jesus would never lay down and play dead. Nor did he run away from Nazareth. No, he walked away.

Resilience is always the order of the day. Jesus knows we also experience rejection and he knows firsthand how it feels. But he also knows that if we are united with him in mind and heart (and not just lip service) we can bounce back, no bounce forward, and not only recover , but uncover that hidden power, Christ himself. When our minds are preoccupied with Christ we are much less interested in sharing our tale of woe and much more interested in sharing our tale of wonder, wonder that God loves me in the first place and loves you and everyone else as well, wonder that he continually offers us acceptance, despite the fact that we continuously offer him rejection in return. Yes, we now are “his own.” 

Key Notions

1. Jesus doesn’t just sit alive inside of us, he shares his power with us, power to overcome evil.

2. Jesus doesn’t just sit alive inside us, he instructs us on how to live and overcome failures.

3. Jesus teaches us the difference between running away and walking away from our problems.

4. Jesus teaches us the importance of sacramental signs.

Food For Thought

1. Fearing Failure: Everyone experiences failures. Life is full of them. If we imitate Jesus and listen to and learn from our failures we stop fearing them. So much of life is not lived because we fear failing. A youngster will complain about a teacher when, in fact, he /she fears that he/she cannot learn the material. A child will say, “I hate math (or school, in general),” when, in fact, he/she fears failing math and is looking for a “cover” to justify it. The truth is that failure isn’t so bad. Failure is not all it is cracked up to be. It is not only over-rated, but it is over-feared. We would think that after we have failed enough and found that we survived, we would stop fearing it so much. Jesus failed. He failed where he most wanted to succeed, among “his own” folks, people closest to him. But he didn’t let is stop him. He not only went on to the next thing, he went on to the next (and higher) level of life, from doing it all himself to sharing it with others. He called others to trust in him, yes. But he showed by example that he was willing to trust in them too. He gave them not material possessions (he had none of them anyway), but power, his power. When we stop being paralyzed by fear of failure we start living and risking failure in order to succeed. (Remember last week’s first reading. Success is not measured in terms of how many people we win over to our side, but not going over to their side, not defecting in order to be accepted.)

2. Fearing Inconvenience: It’s bad enough to fear failure, but we have become so soft that we even fear inconvenience. When traveling (a good metaphor for living life) we are inclined to take everything along with us, lest we be unprepared for discomfort. So, even though we are going to Florida we will pack our snowsuit just in case. We will bring all sorts of luggage with us that we could well do without, even if we should “need” it. When luxuries and accessories are valued as necessities we are in big trouble. We are too soft to live in the still rather harsh environment of planet earth. We become weighed down too heavy to travel very far or for very long. This, of course, is an outward sign of an inward reality. We find mental travel, going to new worlds of ideas, insights, and visions, to be too difficult and tiring because we have to stop every few minutes, put down all the mental luggage we have brought and rest. Usually, we stop. It is just too inconvenient to learn something new. After all, where would we put it. Our mind is already cluttered with stuff we’ve carried around our whole lives. We never let go. Jesus tells us to let go, travel light, leave the luggage. If we cannot do anything, help anyone, change our schedule, etc., because it is inconvenient, then we are stuck, immobile. We cannot travel and that is what life is- a journey, an adventure into the unknown, a continual discovery of mystery, an ever-expanding horizon of wonder. Get loaded down with resentments, possessions, stuff-just-in-case-I-might-need-it, and our hands cannot reach out to hug or help another for we are gripping ourselves or extensions of ourselves. We cannot grasp a new idea, for we are clinging to ones that have yet to work for us but that we are afraid to let go of. We become possessed by our possessions and obsessed by fear not only of failure but merely of inconvenience.
3. Sacramental signs: Oil, water, wine, bread, words, gestures, stories and just about anything else can serve as signs, means by which we enter into another realm, God’s realm. Jesus taught his disciples to heal by faith in the power of his word, but also (in bestowing his healing) to use oil, a visible and tangible sign of his hidden-from-earth-eyes presence. They are never to think they heal by their own power but by his. The signs both reveal Christ’s presence to those of faith and conceal it from those who refuse to trust in him. Sacramental signs are not magic but mystery, entrees into the realm of God where there is no misery.
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