HOMILY for the 3rd. SUNDAY of ORDINARY TIME [B], January 22nd, 2012.
“The time has come”

The other day I was buying my ticket at a car park machine and on the machine was a sticker reading:  “Religion is dead, says God”.
At least it made my smile.   We don’t get much public advertising of religion, either for or against, apart from the occasional jokey sign outside an evangelical church, or the recent “God probably doesn’t exist” campaign on the buses.

I think the idea for the sticker must have come from the United States.   When tobacco advertising at the side of the highway was banned, out went the Marlboro cowboy and in his place came a whole series of ads. ending with the words:  “Signed, God”.    Some of them very threatening:

“That ‘love your neighbour’ thing – I meant it, Signed God”

“Will the road that you’re on get you to my place, Signed God”

“You think it’s hot this summer?  Have you seen my Number One best seller?   That’ll be a test, Signed God”

“I don’t question YOUR existence, Signed God”

“C’mon over and bring the kids, Signed God”

“We need to talk, Signed God”

Now all these rather alarming statements used to come under the heading:  “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand”.   Men used to walk up and down the streets with sandwich boards proclaiming that very message.   It was all meant to suggest our iniquity, and our need to do something about it before it was too late.

But is that really what it means?   St. Mark has just announced the “Good” News.   Does all this sound like “good” news?

“Repent” does not exclude the notion of rejecting the negative, but primarily it means “accept a new way”.   “Accept”, note, rather than “choose”, as I will explain.

The Gospel today could be called “The Call”.   And indeed Christians are called – in fact, that was an early title for them:  The Called.   Sometimes “The Elect”, but that can sound a bit snooty.    Christians are called out;  that’s the root of the Greek word for “church”:  ekklesia, as in “ecclesiastical” – the ones called out.   Literally the image comes from the army:  the bugle sounds and the troops in the barracks gather on the parade ground.
Now the word “Call” is something of a paradox and has many overtones.    One may be wary of those who are all too well aware of their call;  it’s what they Church calls “illuminism” – claiming to have a special enlightenment.   Such people are often quite impossible to discuss or debate with;  the call has come to them so loud that they have gone deaf.

But also the “call” is something we may not want, like Jonah.   Called to go East, we go West (as he did), put off by seeing so much unbelief and non-response in the world and not wanting to be put in the front line.

Now only Christ can call (that is why we “accept” rather than “choose” his way).   Not a caricature or fantasy of Christ;  that is something in our own imagination.   And he doesn’t have to justify his call;  when he demands, he simply demands.   “It is not for the stone to choose its place, but for the master mason to choose”.

We do not have to be put off by the disproportion between the immensity of our being called and our derisory ability to respond – which someone has called like shining a pocket torch at the sun.     But it is not sufficient merely to recognise Christ;  the demons recognised Christ, but they were not called – even though they were called OUT.    We have to respond, even though we may drag our feet, infuriated that so many demons seem to understand this so much better than us.

We might really prefer God to do it all for us, simply to boss us around.  We may secretly sympathise with the so-called ‘bad’ thief at Calvary:   “If you are the Christ, save yourself and us as well”.    But he won’t.   That’s because God, in Christ, walks with us rather than ahead of us.   He is not like Livingstone exploring the jungle with a whole procession of bearers (us) carrying the luggage behind.   He is with us.   Only once in the Gospels does Jesus go on ahead, and the disciples are in disarray.    And he calls us one by one, by name.   This is indicated by the Gospel of today:  Peter, Andrew, James, John ....    The Scriptures can’t list everybody, but we see the process.

And God is with us because really it can’t be otherwise.   When Moses at the Burning Bush asks God his name, God replies “I am who I am”.   Another possible translation of this perplexing expression is “I am with”.    I, God, am a ‘with-person’.     With the Son and the Holy Spirit in Trinity.    But also with us.   It is his nature.

And as soon as Jesus begins calling, he founds the Church, the ecclesia.    St. John prefers to use a different image, via the story of the marriage feast of Cana, where Jesus is the Bridegroom.     

But what are we called for?    

That’s actually a wrongly phrased question.   We should say:  who are we called for?

Who for?   Well, for Jesus himself of course.   But also for ourselves, our true and proper selves.

There is a Jewish story about a man called Isaac who died and went to stand before God.   “What is your name?” said God.    And Isaac, expecting this to be a long and exhaustive enquiry, replied:   “Isaac”.   And then God asked just one more question:   “Very well, have you been Isaac?”

Have you been you?    With all due respect to the apostles, we are not all called to change our lifestyle when we are called.   See what St. Paul has to say today:  he doesn’t say we should separate from wives or husbands, we should live “as if” not married;  we should not give everything away, we should live “as if” we had no money.   In other words, we should look at life in a different perspective.   But we should still be “we”.

The feeling that we ought to be a different person goes right back to the beginning of the Bible where the tempting serpent tells Adam and Eve:  “You will be like gods”.   But Adam and Eve aren’t meant to be gods;  they are meant to be Adam and Eve.   We are to be who we are – OK, in the best possible version – but we are not to be who someone else wants us to be, just because in their power-crazed way they want our self to be totally subsumed in their self.

You will remember from last week that John’s Gospel didn’t begin with a call.   The disciples more or less crept up on Jesus from behind.   But at the end of that Gospel, Jesus three times asks Peter:  “Do you love me?”    Not in a whining sort of way as if craving friendship.   But meaning:

“Peter, have you stopped inventing your identity, inventing your redemption and inventing your life.   I hold your life in my hands, I want it, I will make it grow to bring it to my Resurrection.   But it is still YOUR life”.

And that is the point of our repentance, our call.   Signed, God.

