HOMILY for the First Sunday of Lent, February 21st., 2010
“You must serve the Lord alone”

I blame it all on the Italian film director Federico Fellini and his film La dolce vita – The Sweet Life – which appeared in 1960, about a journalist’s week in Rome in the quest for happiness and love.    It stars the Swedish actress Anita Ekberg – and I pause here to allow older men in the congregation to wipe the nostalgic mist off their spectacles.   It also features the intrusive photographer Paparazzo – his name apparently taken from a dialect word for a buzzing mosquito – who has given his name to the ‘paparazzi’, those pesky newspaper photographers who pursue the famous day and night and make their lives a misery.
The paparazzi are really responsible for the phenomenon we know as the “celebrity” or “celeb” for short.   They are not concerned with what the stars do when they are acting on stage, or in films, etc., but what they get up to in their daily lives.    And here is the difference between the “star” and the “celeb”.   “Stardom” refers to talent, whether real or assumed;  “celebrity” refers to one’s life apart from the talents, a life which must be interesting, or be made interesting.    Not surprisingly celebrities are extroverts, and they are grouped, like the Football League, into a league:  the A-grade, the B-grade.    “Are they represented in Madame Tussauds?” is always an important question about a celebrity.

So it’s not a question of what celebrities do, but who they are.   In fact some seem to do nothing.    But as someone has said, waspishly:  “One can become a public person, just by being a person, in public”.    The whole of the celeb’s life has to become a great act, including giving one’s unlucky children names like Victor Hugo (obviously too many visits to Les misérables), Fifi Trixibell or Fuchsia, a name which will cause endless problems in later life including in the spelling department.

So we have “reality television” like “Big Brother” or “I’m a celebrity, get me out of here”, depicting celebrities apparently living together in adversity – although most of us now know that the ‘impenetrable Australian jungle dwelling’ is actually only a short drive from a luxury Queensland hotel.      All a far cry from Jesus’ desert experience of 40 days, spent nowhere near the de Vere Grand Harbour Hotel, Capernaum.

England has even become a refuge for former B-grade celebrities from America.   As has been pointed out, the Statue of Liberty in New York may quote the poem of Emma Lazarus:  “give me your tired, your poor, the wretched refuse of your teeming shore”, but we now seem to be repaying the compliment.

What on earth would Jesus make of all this?   He loathe being surrounded by ‘groupies’ who wanted to know every detail of his existence.   He would not give ‘signs’ which could seem like meaningless display:  “a perverse and sinful generation wants a sign”.    Even when he has worked miracles, he flees from publicity.   But the crowd are determined not to let him get away, and like paparazzi photographers, sometimes get to his next destination before him.

Turning stones into loaves, ruling all the kingdoms of the world, throwing oneself off the Temple and living:  this is not real life, it is fantasy, make-believe.   It would make Jesus the celebrity entertainer.   One reads, ironically, that when someone is threatening to kill themself by jumping off a building or a bridge and is being talked down by the police, a small crowd may form and start crying:  “Jump!” because it will be good entertainment.

The title “Jesus Christ Superstar” is good clean fun, but there is still some risk behind the title.   “Jesus Christ the Celebrity”.   And that is what Jesus can become.   The American academic Stephen Prothero has written a book called “The American Jesus: how the Son of God became a national icon” which shows how Jesus has become as much a symbol of America as – I quote – “Coca Cola or Donald Duck”.    And if that seems far-fetched, how about this remark, apparently made without the slightest touch of irony:   “There’s an element of the celebrity in Jesus, that puts him alongside Britney Spears and Christina Aguilera”.    ALONGSIDE Britney Spears!   Jesus should count himself lucky.   [And incidentally if you have never heard of these two people you are in a state of Garden-of-Eden-like innocence in which I pray you will remain for the rest of your days.]
Obviously a lot of Jesus’ adult ministry consisted of “doing”.   But in the supreme moment, on Calvary, he is concerned with “undoing”, stripping himself of glory.    One may imagine a scoffing bystander on the Hill of Calvary:  “What’s he doing up there on the Cross?”    And the answer?   “He’s doing nothing, and that’s the whole point.”
Ultimately Jesus is concerned with “being”, not “doing”    (‘Father, you said that’s the hallmark of the celebrity.’)     How many times does he say “I am”?   I am the Way, the Good Shepherd, the Vine, the Water of Life, the Light of the World, the Truth.   His main concern is to conform himself to his Father, as we see next week in reading of the Transfiguration.    This is primarily a matter of will, expressed in prayer, rather than a matter of action.

A celebrity may be known for just ‘being’, though their ‘being’ is often falsified.    God is the ultimate “is”.   When Moses at the Burning Bush asks God:  “what is your name?”  God gives the definitive statement of true being:  “I am who I am.”

But whatever you do don’t quote that in the wrong circles, or it will end up being used on “Celebrity Big Brother”.
