HOMILY for the 14th Sunday of Ordinary Time [C], July 4th., 2010
“The Lord sent them out in pairs”

Participants in a Remembrance Sunday parade last November in a small Warwickshire town were greeted with an unexpected sight.   Marching among the veterans was a man wearing an SAS beret and loaded with more medals than Idi Amin or Colonel Gaddafi, starting with the Military Cross and Distinguished Service Order and working downwards.   Some of those in the know insisted that, for logistical reasons, some of the combinations of medals the man was wearing were impossible.    But when questioned, he insisted they were genuine, earned in campaigns in the Falklands, Kuwait, Korea and so on, though because of the Official Secrets Act, he said, he could not elucidate further.

Challenged in a pub as an impostor, he lost his temper and threatened to use his SAS skills on his accuser.

But now all is revealed;  his name is Roger Day, a 61-year-old carpenter, and his medals are largely self-awarded.    Some have rushed to his defence, calling him an upstanding member of the community and a member of the church choir (what we are to infer from that, I am not sure).    But truth will out, and it has.  Next year’s parade may be less colourful, but it will be more authentic.

This is what happens when fantasies which we manage to formulate in private manage to spill over into the public forum.

And that is largely why Jesus sends out of the disciples in pairs, and not solo.   Of course, there is the element of mutual protection and support.   And the promotion of an exercise in charity, for while it may be easy to cope with Jesus, who is, so to speak, not here, it can be very difficult to cope with somebody else especially if cooped up together for long periods, which is why numerous friendships collapse during shared holidays.

But Jesus wishes to protect his mission from their individual enthusiasm and boastfulness.    The way they are to ‘operate’ as missionaries is not what we tend to expect.   They are not to wear badges or carry briefcases.   They are not to pester people by handing out magazines, forcing them to detour behind lamp-posts to avoid them, which is what happens on Shirley High Street.   They are not to ask people impertinent questions like:  “Do you want to be saved?”
They are indeed given a major challenge.   Not least, they are to go ahead of Jesus, preparing the way.   How much easier it would be to come in after Jesus, especially after a nice meaty bout of miracles, and enjoy the follow-up.

They are not to stand in the market place or book a conference centre or tour round the streets with a loud-hailer.   They are to find a friendly house and stay there.   People will come ...  and if they don’t, they don’t.

They are not to keep the Gospel to themselves (“what you hear in whispers, proclaim from the house-tops” Jesus says elsewhere, again in a manner of speaking).   But they are not literally to bawl and shout, just as Jesus, taking his cue from the prophet Isaiah, said that he himself did not bawl or shout.

The growth of the Kingdom is too subtle to be perceived.   Often, like the growth of a tree – one of Jesus’ images – the most important part is going on underground.

We have evidence of this in the career of St. Paul.   When Paul came to Philippi in northern Greece, his first-ever European port of call, and accompanied by Silvanus and by Timothy, he went to the improbable location of the town river bank, where the small Jewish community gathered in the absence of a synagogue.   Before long, he had ‘caught his first fish’, the woman named Lydia.     But when Paul came to Athens alone, and decided to station himself in an important spot, the so-called Hill of Mars between the market place and the Acropolis, and launched into a speech specially prepared to meet Athenian taste, he was laughed out of town.

Jesus sent out the disciples in pairs so that they would act as a check on each other.   They are the Church in minuscule.   Our belonging to the Church, despite all the frustrations which can arise, is a safeguard against wild enthusiasm.
The late Monsignor Ronald Knox, whose name will mean something to some of you, published in 1950 a book called “Enthusiasm”.   Strange as it may seem, he did not approve of it.  We might think that’s odd:  isn’t enthusiasm a good thing?   After all, we don’t want tepid Christians, do we?

But in Knox’s definition the “enthusiasts” were those who, throughout the whole history of the Church, had tended to go off alone into a corner and think of themselves as being more ‘spiritual’ than everybody else.   They could then come and persuade others to join them and so created a movement of great divisiveness.   It is something which is happening in the Church to this day.

Of course the service of Christ should be a cause of great rejoicing, as indeed we see when the disciples return to their Master.   But it cannot be measured in statistics or units of mass production.   Nor is it an occasion for decorating oneself with self-awarded medals.

The real result in a spiritual one, the “writing of” our “names in Heaven”.   Christ himself did not want his identity and his deeds to be shouted about – maybe we could call that his own Official Secrets Act.

So we should not despair if we seem to make little progress or even go backwards.    We should resist the temptation to make wild, unrealistic claims so as to compensate.   It is all a test of our faith.    And true faith, as an ancient Syrian writer § says, is not “infiltrated by doubt, penetrated by fear, or undermined by boastfulness”.

§ Philoxenus of Mabboug †523 AD

++ Father David now takes his summer break.   The on-line sermon service resumes in three weeks, on Sunday, July 25th. ++

