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When I was in high school, one of the classes in the curriculum was speed reading.  We received instruction, and then we were to practice.  Part of the instruction recognized that many people read to themselves.  That is, we actually verbalize the words in our heads.  It was necessary for any of us who had learned to read using the inner voice, to unlearn using it before we could increase the speed of our reading.

This was not easy.  Once we learn how to do something, it is very difficult to unlearn and practice another way.  Just ask anyone who doesn’t have use of the hand that they normally use to do things.
Something similar is happening in our readings this weekend.  Both our reading from Numbers and our gospel story from Mark illustrate for us this very human tendency.  The two men who receive ‘the spirit of Moses’ – in our first reading from Numbers – and those who are healing in the name of Jesus – in our gospel story – are acting in a way other than the learned way.  This causes Joshua – in our first reading – and John – in our gospel story – to complain.
Many of us too learn at an early age to develop an identity based upon our successful accomplishments.  This means for some excelling in academics, for others in athletics, for still others in art, business, or mechanics.  It is natural for those with similar successes in a particular field to form groups that reinforce the learned identity.  This is especially happens when religion is involved.  Joshua and the disciples of Jesus are good examples.
Their identities are developed based upon their successful accomplishments of becoming a disciple of Moses – for Joshua – and Jesus – for the disciples.  When Eldad and Medad, who were not in the gathering but had been left in the camp, and the people who are not recognized disciples of Jesus begin acting as those they are part of the group, both Joshua and the disciples take offense, and want a clear statement from their respective leader condemning the presumption of these individuals.

The response of both Moses and Jesus is an invitation to unlearn the learned way of identifying themselves, by first, helping them to see that there is another way, and then encouraging them to practice another way of identifying themselves.  Neither Joshua nor the disciples get it… and oftentimes, neither do we.  We can’t get it because our learned way of identifying ourselves is grounded in distinction and differences, comparison and competition, which prevents them from seeing that another way of identifying ourselves, exists.  That is, we – out of necessity – place too much emphasis on ourselves.
Transformation is the work of God.  We can’t cause it to happen.  We can however practice a willingness to let it happen.  Prayer is one way of practicing to be willing; being of service to others is another way.  Both, working in tandem with each other, can poke holes in the harden shell of our well established, self-serving identity, and free us to recognize that we are all connected and interdependent upon each other.
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