HOMILY for the 13th Sunday of Ordinary Time [C], July 1st., 2007
“The birds of the air have nests”

James Navarro is 35 years old.   He is good-looking and charming.   He works a 50-hour week as an appeal court lawyer in Brooklyn, New York, carrying out research to help judges decide cases.
Every day his mother makes his sandwiches and forth he goes to work, leaving his bedroom decorated with school baseball trophies and a large fluffy Bugs Bunny on the wall.

James Navarro spends his leisure time playing football and clubbing with his friends.   As you will realise, he lives with his parents.   Originally he planned to marry at 24 and have children by 30, not sooner – “to be an emotionally developed male at 24 is ridiculous”, he reasons.
His friends also all live at home.   In fact, the age bracket 18 to 34 is becoming what is known as “transitional adulthood”.   Between 1970 and 2000, the total of 24-34 year-olds living with parents or grandparents increased by 50%.     Just imagine parents still giving support to their 34 year-olds, whom they thought they would be ‘free’ of much earlier!
And then by no means all these young people are single.   In Italy, it is a widespread practice for married couples, or partners, to live in parents’ flats or houses, and the fashion is spreading to England.   Conjugal bliss alongside one’s grandparents.

Then there is the opposite:  taking one away from home too soon.    “Come, follow me.”    This invitation of Jesus has sometimes been used in more sinister circumstances, including those surrounding our current parish charity in Uganda.     Children kidnapped from their villages to serve as recruits, in organisations like the Ugandan Lord’s Resistance Army;  the boys trained to kill, the girls to serve as labour slaves or sex slaves, sold to arms dealers in Sudan.   In 1999 the Lord’s Resistance Army under Joseph Kony abducted some 6000 Ugandan children, though some managed to escape, and in 2003 vowed to destroy all Catholic missions, killing priests and missionaries and beating up nuns.    One thinks of the story of the Sudanese saint, Josephine Bakhita, who was snatched from her village to be sold into slavery in Khartoum, was eventually redeemed by Europeans, and was to be baptised and end her days as a nun in Italy.   The shock of the abduction caused her to forget her name;  “Bakhita” was a pseudonym, meaning in her native language, with no intended irony, “Lucky”.

But there are others who leave the world of innocence too quickly for other reasons.   Advertising lures children on into the adult world.   Misguided parents feel they must introduce their children to adult tastes all too soon.   A few children may enjoy going to the opera at Covent Garden, but most won’t.   And then, what surprises are left for them for adulthood?
Staying at home and leaving home.   There is a tension here.   Jesus was a free spirit, but he “came down to Nazareth and was subject” to his parents.    Then he says:  “Allow the little children to come to me”, yes, but not to be spiritually abducted.

But there is always a time and place to move on.   And moving on involves risk.     In the Gospel today, the dead father and the man’s family at home are symbols.   Jesus may exaggerate for effect (as in the image of the rich man and the camel passing through the eye of the needle) but he is still making a point.

And the point is this:  those who are reluctant to follow are essentially saying: “Give me time to grow up”.  And Jesus is saying:  “You should have grown up by now”.   The man wants to take a last nostalgic look at his family home.   But if a look is nostalgic you can bet it won’t be the last look;  there’ll be others along the way.    The Kingdom is now.

James and John, in the initial incident of the Gospel, are wanting an assured and protected life, in a tight ‘family’ of disciples, working magic in the name of Jesus, as it were, to make their lives totally certain, totally devoid of failure.    But certainties are for children;  “nobody else is playing with my toys!”      A safe and assured childhood in adulthood – all the more ironical because, alas, some childhoods aren’t safe and assured.

It is very easy for us to claim to live in the present but in fact to dwell in the past.   Then the tensions increase as the past becomes more and more unsustainable, clashing with the reality of the present moment.   Eventually the pressure becomes too great, the frayed rope breaks, and all sorts of casualties are left along the way.   Sometimes – sometimes – “progress” in the Church goes like that.

As the author of Ecclesiastes might have said:   “There is a time to be formed, there is a time to strike out for oneself.    There is a time to be dependent, there is a time to be free.    There is a time to be a child, and a time to be an adult”
If we fail to discern this clearly, then rather than being child-like, we become in reality childish.

And today’s Gospel is an incentive to us to pray that we may be able to tell the difference.
