21st Sunday Ordinary Time (B)


08/26/2018
One summer many years ago the town in which I was living started a football team.  I immediately decided to try out for the team.  I had no idea if I would make the team, but I wanted to play.  My Dad, around the same time, decided to go on a trip with his brothers to visit several baseball parks.  I was invited to go with my Dad, but because it was happening at the same time as football tryouts, I had to make a decision: football or trip.

Something similar is happening in our first reading from Joshua.  It reading is one of many covenant stories that we find in the Hebrew Scriptures.  There are several types of covenants found.  The one that we find in Joshua is a type that we find in the Book of Deuteronomy.  It is an ‘if/then’ or conditional covenant.  (‘If you choose to follow God’s laws, then this is what can be expected from God and you. If you choose not to follow God’s laws, then this is what you can expect from God and you.’)

Our Gospel story from John completes the Bread of Life chapter with a similar covenant story.  The Gospel writer highlights that many could not or would not to be open to the invitation that Jesus is offering.  Those who do accept (the Twelve, according to the Gospel writer) are free to be open to the invitation that Jesus offers because they have experienced God flowing through him, and to some extent, through themselves.  It is always, in every covenant story, only those who experience God actively with them that have the freedom to respond openly.
Most of us fall somewhere between being open and remaining closed.  Religion and culture help us develop a necessary imaginary self that is real.  The created self relies upon comparison and competition.  We are either better than another or worse than another.  Union with God, or anyone else, isn’t possible.  Union with God, in particular, is for holy people.  We can, however, or so we think, make God like us by forcing ourselves do all the right things.  We, in this way, merit God liking us.
Generally what happens when we are unaware that we are unduly influenced by the imaginary self that is created with the help of religion and culture, is we close ourselves and demand/expect ourselves to be self-sufficient.  People with similar ideas and practices are tolerated, but comparison and competition are always actively present, and union with God or another isn’t possible.  What is possible, and what we mistake for union, is a business relationship: tit for tat.

It is this that we see happening in today’s Gospel story.  The crowd are enamored with Jesus as long as Jesus relates with they through business transactions.  When Jesus becomes personal, they are no longer interested.  They complain.  They murmur.  They find fault.  They cannot tolerate that Jesus is sharing that God is in union with him and that they can share in this union.  They walk away.
We can’t force ourselves to be open.  We can – with the help of others – practice being receptive to being loved.  It is the only experience that has the power to help us see that we are more than the imaginary, business self.  We are also beings with whom God is in union.
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