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Preface

You may ask why name this book Jesus Christ Activist and call it a work in progress?  To the first, I concede that more books have focused on Jesus than anyone else, but I still do not find the activist aspect of Jesus' ministry emphasized to the degree that is satisfactory today.  In fact, I do not start with a theological study and end with activism, but start in the inverse and hope to expand theological understanding so that still more effective activism can be elicited.  For me, theology is a valuable tool at the service of activism, not the inverse.  


So much has to be done by Christians to change this threatened world that closer union with Jesus is imperative.  And I am convinced that the role of activism properly reflected upon nourishes a growing theological awareness that should usher in still more meaningful collaboration on the part of all global citizens in our struggle for a just world.  Furthermore, Jesus is the perfect model and dynamic source for enhancing this process.


That brings us to the secondary title: A Work-in-Progress.  You may wonder why publish a work before it is a completed book.  This is my novel manner of composition -- and I'm unsure if others pursue this approach.  This is an invitation for collaborative efforts on the part of author and readers.  After sending out the first draft to a selected number of readers, it became evident that while there is much to say now, still far more needs to be developed on this issue and a wide variety of positive comments will be most helpful.  


The Internet is a facile tool that allows corrections and further presentations to be done rapidly at low cost for many minds to mull over.  Works need not be completed and then presented, but can be presented during the completing process.  No one has the total solution to what is emerging.  Let's forego the drive to be the first completed "authority" in a sophomoric exercise of competition, and see this as teamwork with an emerging collective answer.  Every new insight helps and thus the invitation.  This should be truly a social exercise involving the Lord.  


So let's look at Jesus Christ the Activist inviting us to think more deeply and act more meaningfully.  Theology then becomes a tool for action, not a prior or afterthought by the elite -- or a queen on an unapproachable ivy-covered throne.  Theology is also a cooperative enterprise, for the "word of God" grows and evolves, through human beings with God's grace taking on their roles as masters of authentic development.  This is a noble calling in these troubled times and I invite you to contribute.  

Introduction

I have come to bring fire to the Earth, and how I wish it were blazing already!  








(Luke 12:49)  


To the Christian, this fire enlightens our journey of faith, sparks our actions and serves as a beacon of hope.  We know this fragile world is in trouble and, as activists, we want to be effective but non-violent in what we do. Jesus is our constant model, and so we look more deeply into just what our companionship with him means at this point in Salvation History, when we are called to become revolutionaries.   


Yes, this is personal testimony to Jesus the Activist, not a study of multiple sources leading to conclusions.  This journey stems from hearing a single lamentation when touching Calvary's rock, "Look what they have done to my Earth."  Joining with the deeply compassionate Jesus who suffers for all of us, including Earth herself, is an utter privilege of being in these times and place.  The efforts require our entire being and every resource we can muster; they beckon the collaborative efforts of all fellow believers and all people of good will, for single souls can do so little alone. 


Activists are aware of risks: lack of success, limits to finances, and isolation through loss of companions.  But we cannot remain inactive, for silence is wrong and immobility is infidelity.  The lamenting Jesus is NOT distant, but utterly and surprisingly close at hand.  We reach out and in our desperation find that Jesus IS (not was) an activist; he invites us to bear the yoke together and to reflect on his approaches of holy anger and loving mercy. As believers, we pray for courage.  As citizens, we must not blindly follow the majority; a democratic society demands more than voting, jury duty, and collecting roadside trash.  We must not be mere spectators, but rather participants in the local and global scene.  We have Jesus.  We often wonder what he would do in the current situation.  Then we remember that we must each answer such questions in our own unique ways -- for we come with different talents, personalities and resources.   


From divine Pure Act and an active family life, Jesus grows into the Messiah role and makes his mission known to others through word and deed.  He teaches, heals, assembles disciples, suffers, dies, and rises -- and lives among us.  In an active Jesus we see our need to change, adjust our lifestyle, and enhance personal relationships in this rather hostile culture.  We look more deeply in Scripture and see the public life of Jesus, with its own threats and dangers coming from an extended family at Nazareth, the local establishment, the disaster affecting his kin, John the Baptist, the cleansing in the Temple, and the betrayal, trial, suffering, and crucifixion.  We ask ourselves whether we can be activists where and when the seed must die in order to bring new life. 


The invitation comes from the crucified Jesus, "Follow me where we must go together."  Recall that Jesus, after the Ascension, in his last public words in Scripture to the startled and dehorsed Saul of Tarsus says, "Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?"  The answer to the bewildered Saul-to-be-turned Paul is, "I am Jesus, and you are persecuting me" (Acts 9:4-5).  Jesus lives as companion of all who are persecuted, and so activists carry an assurance that Jesus is present in our own trying circumstances.  


Being countercultural for us is a challenge.  An invitation to companionship comes with a spirituality of lived experience and growing anticipation of a new world order.   Externally, we are in contest with a hostile world; internally, we can be at peace with God, where new-found freedom occurs.  Jesus' own freedom includes emotions ranging from mercy and love to holy anger and direct confrontation.  We are called to a similar interior/exterior ecological balance while seeing Jesus as model.


Many can learn from Jesus the Activist, for our audience is not limited.  We can challenge all believers who see the need to save our wounded Earth to respond; even if only a few, the hope is that these will be agents of change in broader arenas of radical activism.  Yes, our Israelite ancestors in the faith were true activists in occupations, exodus, conquest, Temple-building, and everyday life.  Jesus, son of this culture as well as Son of a creating God, is activistic, and that requires our total being to respond in kind.  Even aging and limited activists have experience to share of what is gained through the years -- an elder's presence is needed even when activism takes on acceptance of total passivity. 


Let's recall that Thomas Jefferson, an activist in his own right, spent retirement time cutting from his Bible all references to the supernatural nature of Jesus' life.  In counterdistinction, let's highlight the Scriptural passages that inspire activists striving to participate in the greater miracle of bringing Good News to a distracted world through word and deed.  


As much as we seek to invite believers to become activists we wish to encourage further effective activism among leaders and ordinary citizens.  Scholarship is always supported as well as continued charitable work on the part of all, for we each must gain wisdom and experience of the elite and the common folks.  It is God's plan to grasp our mission through sweat and service. Collaboration needed to bring change demands the resources of all, so we must welcome others.  Such collaboration to bring on a new economic and social system becomes a horizontal peer-to-peer activism needed in our age.  Certainly a narrowly defined activism could be detrimental to the work ahead.  All are needed to confront the System: marching, testifying, lecturing, writing, social media participation, and offering sufferings for others in the broader public arena.  We are reminded that in Hebrew, word and deed are the same word; an activist is one who strives to make that possible. 
Our current status quo deserves questioning.  It is not sufficient to cherry-pick Jesus' sayings, recalling only those better suited to one's tailored spirituality.  In fact, some who call themselves "Christians" are embarrassed by some of Jesus' actions and prefer a more crafted spirituality based on peer acceptance.  However, in reflecting on Jesus' words and deeds a warning flag tells us that "spirit" is an ambiguous term, and what some claim as spirituality is the work of the Evil One.  Action is not always inspired by the Good Spirit, nor is silence and inaction.  Discernment demands prayerful reflection and listening to the Good Spirit prodding us to act properly; it involves seeking good advice and weighing practices carefully.  Pacing oneself to avoid burnout often involves interaction with other balanced colleagues.  A counterculturalist can be a loyal Jesus companion.    

The actual order of chapters follow to some degree the birth, maturation, initial ministry, confrontation, plotting and arrest, suffering, death, and resurrection of the Lord.   Some may prefer to rearrange the middle portion of Jesus' public life, and this is their choice, for the units of text are somewhat self-contained.  Recall that Jesus heals victims, teaches multitudes, and prepares his disciples for their ministry with some degree of simultaneity, and so the rationale for arrangement is taken from the four Gospels without some strict chronological order.


This book divides each aspect of Jesus' active life into a review of the biblical episode itself and a reflection on applying this in our lives individually and communally.  Examples of individuals cited are those of personal acquaintance.  Remember we do not use a devil's advocate -- and only one person mentioned has been canonized.  The tone is more pastoral than academic, for that is the way the reflections developed and these spring from the immediate needs of twenty-first century congregations.  Our goal is to keep the text as abbreviated as possible while still conveying the point of each section, for Jesus is always an activist.  You are invited to consider your own experiences, and that's Good News.    
Jesus the Activist is our companion HERE, in our local environment and secular world.  The time of urgent action is NOW, without any detours through denial, excuse, or escape.  This is the moment of salvation!  WE are the believing community who pledge to establish an emerging collaborative commons.  Our mission with Jesus the Activist embraces our unique space, time, and current solidarity; without him we fumble; with him we can do promised greater works.  Our mission is to save our wounded Earth and that is a mighty challenge.

1. Mystery: Source of Jesus' Activism

In the beginning was the Word: the Word was with God and the Word was God.  He was with God in the beginning.  Through him all things came to be, not one thing had its being but through him.  All that came to be had life in him... 






(John 1:1-3a)  


The prophetic coming announced by John the Baptist is Jesus Christ Activist.  He is who he is: Divine Substance creating, redeeming, and spiritually enlivening all of us.  As God, he is Eternal Word.  As son of Mary, he is an activist among us.  Like parent, like son.  It is difficult to launch into activism while considering a deep theological Mystery, but we know activism is surrounded by mystery and it is right to start to accept the depths of this calling in order to radically change our troubled world.


Activism supreme is wrapped in deepest Divine Mystery whose bare edges seem to come into focus through the words of Jesus at the Last Supper –
Father, the hour has come: glorify your Son so that our Son may glorify you. (John 17:1) 

The relationship between Father and Son and the bond of love between them is expressed as a dance.  Perichoresis in the Greek tradition is a fast-moving dance designed in one instance at the human level, so rapid that the individual dancers blur before our eyes as they whirl about weaving in and out. Few other forms of human dancing, no matter how energetic, have such movement and energy.  Astoundingly, this is the image, if we can have any at all when speaking of Divine Mystery, which becomes the template for our imitation of God's activism.  Only in the fullness of health and physical activity can we perceive a slight hint of the relationship between each of the persons (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) of the Godhead, the Triune God.

                            Perichoresis
                      Abba    

               Sophia   

                      Ruah

                            eternally  

                                ecstatically   

                            dancing

              and from that dancing

               rise the moon and sun

                 all creation whirling

               universe turning

                 round the Triple One    


Walt Bado, S.J.         

Reflection: Imagining How to Start

Before the image of overly active dancing causes a headache, let's admit one thing: we do not begin this discussion of Jesus Christ Activist in all the familiar ways we know about ourselves, our environment, and our own cultural traditions.  Rather, let's begin at the approach to "Mystery," the deep-down admission that we are limited in what we know, but still possess a magnetic urge to overcome our limitations whether individually or socially.  One answer is to pursue Adam and Eve's imprinted wish to be like God; another is to back away in awe and approach Mystery as beyond us and yet somehow a part of our aspirations.  


The "first parents" story of rebellion is well known to those with moderate catechetical experience: an activism gone riot.  The second of reflection appears minimal in activism and may only be a vague impression.  Some might protest we must begin with concrete experience, the things we see, hear, smell, taste, and touch. We find such a starting point in the assurances of others: our parents, teachers, and our peers.  However, as believers we Christians begin with the Christ part of Jesus Christ, the messiah who comes among us and gives us an invitation to perform good deeds as part of the divine family.  The invitation steeped in grace is a Mystery that we are so privileged to share.  


God is beyond us; we accept that God is unknowable except to the degree the Almighty wants to reveal Godself.  This revelation tells us that God is love, but the words Pure Love are easier said than imagined.  We share this universal human limitation with all who approach Mystery with some form of religiosity.  One such image has been a bearded old man seated on an illustrious throne with a strong dose of paternal power and kingly nobility.  This is the product of monarchists, aristocratic theological thinkers, and employed artists who strive to promote elitism, fear, conclusive judgment, and severity in rule.  It is a top-down approach.


A second image is that of Jesus who embodies the love we speak about and who shows mercy.  Rather than being removed from us on a throne, Jesus is near to us, at our side, and accompanies us in our ordinary actions.  This personal image of Jesus is important for the budding activist, for it allows unique individuality and at the same time cooperative sharing in community life.
In our Christian activism we sign ourselves with the cross, portraying the dynamics of the Trinity; we want to act godly through a community of persons with oneness in goals and teamwork.  In our modern age we aspire to take on democratic attitudes in becoming a horizontal collaborative enterprise, a work-in-progress, not a vertically integrated structure with a peak supervision and all of us peons at the bottom.  We can do this through liturgical service and participation in the Sacraments with Christ present; we can set a goal of broader acts of mercy for our wounded world. Action is reciprocal and the ultimate goal is a joyful re-creation.   


Questions: How do I express God's love in my life?  Are my actions filled with joy in God's creation and Jesus' mercy?

2. Nativity: Heaven and Earth Embrace
Before I formed you in the womb I knew you;

before you came to birth I consecrated you;
I have appointed you as prophet to the nations. (Jeremiah 1:5)

Jesus Christ's preexisting activism takes on defining human characteristics with his coming among us.  The launching has so much to do with who Jesus is.  Things could have happened differently.  God could have visited us in the way most of the human race probably would have imagined the Messiah to appear: with prominence, grandeur, recognized powerfully reigning nobility in a comfortable setting, the presence of an expert physician and medical staff at the birth, complete care in a palatial situation, announcement to leaders, and then to all the people in a gala celebration with the privileged in immediate attendance. 


Part of the Luke and Matthew infancy narratives seek to answer the question as to who is the Messiah.  Scholar Joseph Fitzmyer says that there is a historic nucleus to those parallel stories: the reign of Herod, the virgin Mary, Joseph being of the House of David, angelic announcements, Jesus as Son of David, the Holy Spirit, Joseph not being involved, the name "Jesus," Savior, born after Mary and Joseph came together, the birth place of Jesus in Bethlehem, and the childhood in Nazareth.  Luke's narrative includes the census, taking Joseph and Mary with little preparation to a humble birth in a stable; the heavenly entry of angelic hosts, and the ultimate first attendees in that blessed event, namely lowly shepherds and their rugged flocks.  Matthew's narrative includes a guiding star, arrival of wise men from the East, hostility of the ruling establishment, attempts on the life of the child with others being murdered, and a hasty flight into Egypt as refugees.


Growing within the womb of Mary and then being a helpless infant emerging in a world under unusual and humble circumstances is a divine production, not the ideas of human well-wishers.  We have to search deep to question why God chooses the pattern of working in such humble ways; perhaps it shows the humor and power of God who is in solidarity with the world's poor.  It also invites activism by Joseph and Mary.  Our infancy imprints our lives; we know from Scripture that Jesus "grew in age and wisdom."


Jesus comes within a culture that is struggling under foreign rule and with zealots all around.  Mary and Joseph, being poor, had to make ends meet in such an oppressive atmosphere; they trusted deeply in God.  This trust allows the infant to be in warm and secure living surroundings even under such troubled circumstances.  Jesus is nurtured through turmoil by two who find God very near, and they treasure these things in their hearts, with the deep confidence that God would triumph.

The Incarcerated

December 12th was the Feast of Our Lady of Guadalupe within the confines of the Maximum Security Prison at Manchester, Kentucky; this correctional institution is within Clay County rock bottom poorest of America's over three thousand.  Something happened while all were singing a song at the Mass; we all felt the presence of Mary in our midst.  Truly she always prefers humble setting to make her presence known, so it should not surprise us.
Reflection: Mary's Revolutionary "Yes" to God

Activism in its grandest form is for one historic moment bound in fetal cloth and wrapped in Mary's womb, enveloped by her free and loving assent.  Here mankind -- really womankind -- comes to its apogee.  Mary's "yes" at the Annunciation is the free choice that breaks into and heralds the rising climax of Salvation History.  Mary's song at her visitation to Cousin Elizabeth announces a coming of her Son to change the world.  Mary gives birth to Jesus, a moment of profound joy and happiness for humankind; Mary's presentation of Jesus becomes a time of foreshadowing of strife ahead; Mary's finding of Jesus in the Temple causes a life-long pause as to deeper meaning; Mary announces Jesus' public ministry at Cana; she stands by him at Calvary; she witnesses to the beginnings of the Church at Pentecost.  Her motherhood and personality imprints her son.  


Mary is not a plastic statue but a living person, no idol, only a profound model.  She does not stand stoically as drama swirls all about her, but bears public witness in solidarity with her suffering and active Son.  Mary is ahead of us in time; her Magnificat calls for radical change.  The story is told of an authoritarian Latin American leader who did not allow his human charges to quote the Magnificat, for he thought it might greatly disturb the poor and give them ideas: do not talk about those in high places being brought low and those who are in low ones rising.  That is revolution!  Mary's Magnificat includes gentle words with great potency.  Here her spirit is captured in this treasured song repeated each evening in Church prayer, for it is a spiritual foundation for a new world order, a replacement of nobility of a more distant past AND a current privileged wealthy.  


Through Mary's gentle beckoning, the poor rise and take what is rightfully theirs (ours).  Mary, as model, tells us that all people glorify God in knowing and exercising freely their powers.  Mary gently announces revolution and profound change.  Her Jewish tradition is honored, and yet her "fiat" (let it be done) changes a cultural and global order; her Magnificat becomes the activist's proclamation!  Nothing is impossible with God!  We become related to divinity: like Mary, we glorify God's presence; we express joy in being chosen; with Mary, we bear Christ to an awaiting world; like Mary, we affirm the divine ministry of accompanying Jesus in his suffering; together with her, we await Christ's eternal glory.


Questions: Didn't the chosen people beg for a king like the neighboring nations?  And didn't Jesus' messiahship disappoint so many of his friends and foes?  Are God's ways ours?

3. Presentation: Foreboding Destiny
Now, Master, you can let your servant go in peace, just as you promised; because my eyes have seen the salvation which you have prepared for all the nations to see...





(Luke 2:29-31)  


The presentation of the child Jesus in the Temple is an initial journey of faith for him and an ending of a journey for two elders who see their hopes come true.  Simeon delivers some frank words to Mary indicating her own growth in activism along with the maturing of Jesus.  One single episode is an intergenerational journey of beginning for Jesus, maturing for Mary, and closure for Simeon and Anna; the narrative contains monumental texts.


Mary and Joseph make the world's greatest presentation in the form of a pair of turtledoves, the humble offering of the poor.  In this formal temple setting at the beginning of Jesus' life the elders speak; Simeon is moved to make a formal proclamation: Jesus is to be 'A light to enlighten the pagans and the glory of your people Israel... You see this child; he is destined for the fall and the rising of many in Israel, destined to be a sign that is rejected' (Luke 2:32, 34).  Simeon adds significant words to and about Mary, the child's mother, And a sword will pierce your own soul too -- so that the secret thoughts of many may be laid bare.  Anna talks about the child as the deliverance of Jerusalem.  Both elders use solemn prophetic language.

    
Mary spends a lifetime reflecting in her heart on these words and messianic actions occurring before her eyes.  She sees her reflection move to action and this triggering further reflection. During the course of a lifetime a sword of sorrow will pierce her heart as she accompanies the passion, death, and resurrection of her son, along with the beginnings of the Church at Pentecost.  She teaches her son and the Church activism (e.g. at the Annunciation, the Cana banquet, and at Calvary as well as at Pentecost). 


The Messiah's journey focuses on the Temple from his presentation as an infant, through the teaching and cleansing to his condemnation at the trial before his death.  The Temple is to be destroyed a few years after his presence and perhaps right after the time the Gospel of Mark was written, after a traumatic revolt and defeat of the people of Jerusalem.  From a holy place with a geographic location, the movement would see a metamorphoses into becoming a "temple of persons," a movement foretold to David when he resolved to build a temple to the Lord, and God saying the "House" would be of his (David's) royal lineage: from holy place to holy person.  This home would be beyond David's wildest dreams and would last forever.  The ultimate mission is meant for more than the people of Israel; the Temple is to be in every heart and not just in a single place.  A growth of understanding of God's presence is linked to the Temple itself and ourselves, for we are temples of the Holy Spirit. We are destined to participate in Salvation History as well.

The Awaiters
Throughout the ages other prophetic and heroic followers of Christ have showed the way to peacefully conclude their lives of service in a courageous manner.  Roy Durbin, a highly decorated World War Two and Vietnam veteran was one such; he served both in a field hospital unit and later in the American Army Special Forces -- a real combination.  His faith never faltered.  His greatest courage was at the end in his 99th year.  On his death bed he pointed to heaven and said in a humorous manner, “that is the only destination,” and he taught attendees that this was truly awaited.

Reflection: Encouraging Activism among Seniors

Many of us are struck by the faith of seniors, whether our forbearers or those we meet in life.  They exit from the mortal realms with patience and astounding courage, teaching us how to live and teach others at the moment of death.  They anticipate a triumph and energize us as they eagerly await what is beyond the horizon.  In the end they must battle the myth that seniors are burdens, not precious blessings.  Rather, they are shining jewels.  


Seniors come in various classes: doers, those wishing to be doers, and frozen non-doers.  Doers participate, even while immobile, through an enthusiasm for assisting those who are more publicly active.  They endure the actual diminishment of energy and just slowing down.  Spiritual wisdom teaches us to make the best of our abilities and circumstances, and that can increase through our efforts.  For example, in his immobile years Estill County judge Ralph would make phone calls to encourage other shut-ins through conversation, and play his musical instrument to entertain via the phone, a senior contribution to a life of public service. 


St. Theresa the Little Flower learned in the midst of her illness to continue corresponding with distant missionaries in French Indo-China; she offered prayers for and encouragement to them.  She was struck with tuberculosis and spent her last convent years confined to her bedroom, and still her love of God was outstanding -- and thus she is patroness of foreign missions and her autobiography and "little way" led to becoming a Church Doctor. 


Seniors wishing to do things are potentially available if they could be creative even amid limitations.  The more active can encourage them to turn their circumstances into opportunities through email, phone, letters, and personal conversation and prayer.  The infirm, to the degree they are mentally able, can be encouraged to offer their sufferings with Christ on Calvary.  No good deed is ever lost; the more we believe in its power, the more fruitful it becomes.  Seniors refute the dismissal of being of little economic worth, being mainly consumers of health services.  


Questions: Do seniors contribute to Salvation History by being dynamos chosen especially by Jesus their companion?  Can immobilized elders be energetic activists in their own way?

4. Temple: A Magnet of Youth
Three days later, they found him in the Temple, sitting among the doctors, listening to them, and asking them questions; and all those who heard him were astounded at his intelligence and his replies.  They were overcome when they saw him, and his mother said to him, 'My child, why have you done this to us?  See how worried your father and I have been looking for you.'  He replied 'Did you not know that I must be busy with my Father's affairs?'  But they did not understand what he meant.  



 (Luke 2:46-50)  


Jesus discovers opportunities; he actively engages even in his early life, for the mark of many activists is that their whole being is engaged early on.  Jesus finds creative ways to discover opportunity to develop his calling -- a sacred messiahship as the deepest of callings.  But he does this in a way that other youth can learn to follow with minds and hearts.  William Wordsworth says "The child is the father of the man."


Mary and Joseph enter into parenting.  In Jesus' quest for autonomy his parents are left in the state of anxiety, much as others who raise children have such moments.  Mary and Joseph learn that Jesus is changing as he goes from infancy to early manhood.  A certain distance or autonomy develops as individuals think about the life ahead of them.  Jesus has a horizon opening before him and for better or worse this is to be honored.  All too often this involves the painful sacrifice of separation from family unit.     


Jesus is a venturing participant in the psychological journey of the Holy Family.  As predicted by Simeon, Mary is reflecting on these matters in her heart, and patient Joseph is growing in wisdom as Jesus uses the term "father" to mean the divine person to whom he is begotten, a heavenly realm beyond human understanding.  Amazingly, this is the one public encounter in the canonical books that speaks of Jesus' teenage growth in wisdom and understanding.  Like so many youth, Jesus ventures to separate from his close-knit family.  Jesus is an exuberant and active youth, able to move faster than kinfolks in that traveling group, which included both young and old; he knows he can catch up and so spends time in that focal Temple that will captivate him in the course of ministry -- being about "his Father's business."  This is his bar mitzvah.


Mary and Joseph are tolerant and trusting.  Like other parents they strive to understand who Jesus is becoming and to allow space for him.  Upon finding him, they show their anxiety and yet trust that he is coming to know himself as well.  He becomes obedient to them and most likely keeps them informed more about where he is going.  Concern for all becomes a family endeavor and each finds a place in the teen years.  Mary is far more tolerant than what some would expect, and yet Jesus is truly her son -- and both match an activistic characteristic perfectly.  This Temple experience is growth to a higher mission both for the son and for the mother, for an entire family is on a journey of faith.
Travelers from and to Home
Kristin Johannsen had that urge to travel and so she and her husband left on global ventures, all as part of their occupations.  However, her health and their writing careers drew them back to the States and somewhat nearer family roots.  As youth faded to middle age she contracted liver cancer that reduced travel to a minimum, but did allow her more quality time with her relatives.  In the very middle and even after taking good care of herself, Kristin's condition worsened and she spent the final year close to her family that included a mother and century-old grandmother.  She prayed the rosary with them and found her roots again, and yet the Lord took her from our midst even in the prime of an environmental writing career she would have liked to continue.     

Reflection: Striving for Togetherness

The Gospel of Luke and his co-volume, Acts of the Apostles, shows a vivid parallel of the journey of Jesus from birth to Calvary and beyond and the journey of the early Church, the body of Christ.  Both Jesus and his followers advance in age and wisdom and favor before God and neighbor.  Our journeys are parallel to Jesus', and we so often grow in awareness from birth and Baptism through ministries and to that final eternal journey.  We share with others starting or concluding their sojourns many shared great expectations.  Like Jesus we each must advance in age and wisdom and maturation is worth celebrating.  


Encourage youthful autonomy carefully.  We should always encourage youthful exuberance to a degree.  Parental guidance must be that delicate mix of direction and prayerful reflection.  Youth explore and parents implore, but there's more to how relationships of togetherness survive this growth to selfhood.  Both groups have their journeys and see that it takes sensitivity to honor freedom and exert control within certain limits.  Parents need to know youth and prepare them for what lies ahead -- easier said by a non-parent than done in the hustle, bustle world in which we live.  The lazy youth can easily give an excuse for not being creative; the more active one can easily be detoured into drugs or bad company; those with easy access to social media can easily be led astray by peers while the very media is a means for deeper connectedness.  


Mistakes occur.  It is not right for parents to blame themselves for the misadventures of their children, however unfortunate and stress-causing.  Personal conduct has social implications, sometimes beyond what we imagine.  No action is totally autonomous; everything affects everything else to some degree.  One aspect of good catechesis is to know how our actions affect others. We are to settle on careers that will be most beneficial to the rest of the human family.  Society puts its trust in an expanse of freedom involving various of life's experiences.  Let's pray for guidance through our respective journeys of faith.  


Questions: Is our freedom honored to the degree that it does not directly harm others?  What are the limits to that freedom?
5. Baptism: Manifestation of an Invitation
I formed you and set you as a covenant of the people.
   (Isaiah 42: 1‑7)

Isaiah speaks of the Servant of Yahweh, and that voice spoken long before is applied to Jesus and his public manifestation as he prepares for public ministry.  Jesus is called to a committed life of serving others, upsetting an established order, announcing justice for all people, being a light to the nations, and freeing captives.  The decision to begin is the critical moment in the life of a radical activist.  Jesus comes to John not because he needs purification, but because he wants to experience the lives of others in their utter humanness; they seek forgiveness of their sins but he is sinless and yet takes on others' burdens.


John the Baptist, a humble prophet and activist of the times, is led by the Spirit to perform a known act of piety through baptizing.  He is called to prepare the way of the Lord, the coming of the Messiah.  He chooses a wilderness habitat, simple clothing and food, and a life of austerity that draws disciples to his side.  Most likely his lifestyle is associated with that of Qumran, as recent scholarship has unearthed.  John gathered disciples and becomes popular for his direct preaching.  However, with Jesus coming on the scene John regards himself as unworthy, prefiguring our own unworthiness to the awesome task ahead of us. 

A voice cries in the wilderness; Prepare a way for the Lord,

Make his paths straight. (Matthew 3:3; Isaiah 40:3; John 1:23)

John the Baptist's preparation of the way for Jesus and senses his importance, but remains unaware of Jesus' very different personality.  John's words and actions are retold by St. Paul, Before John ended his career he said, 'I am not the one you imagine me to be; that one is coming after me and I am not fit to undo his sandal' (Acts 13:25). 

Jesus dissuades John's reluctance to perform the ceremony in these words, Leave it like this for the time being; it is fitting that we should, in this way, do all that righteousness demands (Matthew 3:15).  This is a major preparatory act for ushering in the Messianic era and formally launches the ministry of Jesus -- and John seems unworthy of the task.  As Jesus comes up out of the water the second epiphany occurs (the first in infancy) with the dove and words, This is my son the beloved; my favor rests on him (3:17).  Jesus starts his journey, one ushering in mighty works of making humanity whole again and close to God.


Jesus' calling to active ministry is a public act with many witnesses present, even though they lack understanding of the significance of this event. All this occurs on the banks of the rushing Jordan River when the spring tide is high from the snow-melt of Mount Hebron.  The rapidly flowing water announces the coming of the Spirit now hovering in the form of a dove.  Water is preparatory for the mission, and from this event Jesus is led into the desert to fast and pray -- to reflect on a profound calling. 

The Spiritually Reborn

The focus on people who are baptized is not so much on adults who undertake dramatic results over time in their committed state, but on the drama of individual infants when baptized.  Their sheer receptivity stands out for viewing, along with our hopes that what occurs in this ceremony will be the beginning of a new life for each.  We have great hopes for each candidate, thus begging God for the grace that they follow in a faithful manner.  Some react to the waters of baptism with a startled look, others with a cry, and some with a smile that gives us all joy.  Even those with a full-throated cry make us hope that they Proclaim God's word with courage throughout their lives.  All and all, each infant enlivens us as manifesting God's power at work in the world.        

Reflection: The Privilege in Being Called

God's grace has been revealed, and it has made salvation possible for the whole human race, and taught us that what we have to do is to give up everything that does not lead to God, and all our world ambitions; we must be self-retrained, and live good and religious lives in this present world...

  (Titus 2:11-12)


Many of us do not know the exact date of our baptism; yet this is the most important event in our lives next to our own physical birth.  We enter into the Family of God in a very special way in a process called divinization (see Appendix One).  We do not experience the drama of Jesus' baptism, but over time and with different occasions the event can add up to being of ever greater significance.  Our baptisms become the foundations on which are manifested God's privileges to us as part of the divine family.  


Our Baptism washes away the stain of sin and bestows new life on us, thus preparing us to be bearers of Good News.  Baptism is a launching pad that harnesses the unique talents and aspirations of each of us.  How we respond over time adds much to the drama of the event.  Our noble state of life comes with solemn vows, for every Christian is vowed in the life ahead to renounce Satan and all the allurements of the Evil One.  Our ultimate goal requires faith. Still, journey specifics are both active and somewhat hidden; the way is long and we can falter, forgetting the nobility of the call.  


In growing in age and wisdom we find ourselves in need of God's grace and return to the proper journey.  We learn ways to conserve our limited resources -- when we sleep, eat, exercise, work, pray, and relax.  However, the extraordinary nature of Baptism startles us; we want to be more like Jesus who spends his earthly ministry doing good for all.  Baptism comes but once but requires an ongoing energy source, namely sacraments and prayer life.  The Spirit is our built-in GPS on our journey of faith.


Questions: What does it mean to be called to participation in the divine life (divinization) by the Lord?  Is this the unfolding of the entire potential of humanity?  Worthy of extensive reflection?

6. Temptations: Self-Sacrifice for Others
Then Jesus was led by the Spirit out into
the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. 
(Matthew 4:1)

 
Temptations are part of the human condition, and Jesus endures all that is human except sin.  Immediately after his Baptism Jesus goes forth into a forty day retreat "with the power of the Spirit within him."  Jesus is tempted, for empowerment can be so easily misused and divert attention to false detours and allurements.  From Matthew 4:1-11, Mark 1:12-13, and Luke 4:1-13 we read about Jesus' temptations -- to wealth/security, fame, and power (see Appendix Two), by turning stone into bread, flying off the parapet of the Temple, and falling down and adoring the Evil One.  Jesus successfully overcomes temptations to fame in this world by a simple life, ignominy of cross, and obedience to the Divine Will. 


Mark's Gospel account of Jesus' temptations is brief, but both Matthew and Luke speak of these three temptations, though in different sequences.  However, unlike our first parents and Israelites wandering in the desert, Jesus resists the temptations of the Evil One.  We wonder how these temptations are related to Jesus' ministry.  Joseph Fitzmyer asks, "Could it not be that Jesus recounted some form of these stories as figurative, parabolic resumes of the seduction latent in the diabolic opposition to him and his ministry?" (St. Luke Vol.1, p. 509).  Each temptation as a broad class that can affect the ministry of Jesus the Activist:


* Wealth/Security -- Jesus as led by the Spirit out into the wilderness and tempted; Jesus fasted forty days and was hungry and was tempted that if he were the Son of God he could turn the multitude of stones all around into bread (a bakery project of immense wealth and security) and responds from Deuteronomy 8:3 "Man does not live on bread alone."


* Fame -- Positioned on the pinnacle of the temple, Jesus endures the temptation to do something dramatic, to have a spectacular entry into public life through the flair for attention and drama, and to be an instant hero.  It seems so tempting to start with the eye of the world on you, and showing that God's power can overcome what human physical conditions are unable to.

 
* Power -- Jesus is taken to the high mountain and shown all the kingdoms of the world and told they are Jesus', if he falls down and worships Satan.  For the budding activist in Jesus the enticement is present, for through a small gesture so much could be achieved.  Jesus' response is to worship the Lord our God alone.  


 Omissions: The temptations do not cease for Jesus with this initial bout.  Recall that Jesus is tempted when Peter seeks to restrain him from the trip to Jerusalem.  Jesus' response is "Get behind me Satan," thus indicating that this was a very real temptation.  Activists are tempted to do specific things, but they are all too often called on by status quo seekers to refrain from actions that have risks involved. We need to look to Jesus in overcoming our temptations.
The Ex-Addict

He looked me straight in the eyes and said, "Yes, the desire for drink does not go away, but for trusting in the Higher Power with others who are striving the same allows me an ease in resisting the temptation to drink.  I simply have to have others at this time in life -- and perhaps into the foreseeable future.  The 12-Step (Alcoholics Anonymous) Program works and with each passing day we gain confidence to remain substance free.  My trust in God grows but it takes a community to see us through."  Impressive! 
Reflection: Overcoming Temptations
Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized that they were naked. 








 (Genesis 3:6)


Temptations occur to all of us with free will, tests to act or not act, to act one way or another.  Adam and Eve were tempted and succumbed after being blinded into thinking that the fruit of the tree could make them like God.  In failure, they discovered their nakedness.  The Israelites were tempted when wandering forty years, and they turned to Canaanite idols and hardened their hearts.  Again and again they confronted evil, fell and had to be renewed.  We are tempted also:  


* Wealth/Security.  In this age of utter materialism we are enticed to "want" more and more goods.  We are tempted by a desire for spacious homes, boats, fast cars, stocks, insurance policies, checking accounts, and every type of goods.  We covet resources belonging to others present and future, and overconsume what we have; we place security in material things and military hardware.  We are called to a spiritual poverty with the poor Jesus.


* Power: We seek power over others and fail to see that it can corrupt.  The splendor of creation mesmerizes us, tempting us to seeing creatures as idols; we lust for power and satisfaction of bodily passions.  Instead, we are to be single-hearted and chaste in our quest for God; we discover others can control our lives when we are disconnected from divine power, but spiritual empowerment occurs in Christ.       


* Fame: We dream of soaring among others like a figure skater who floats about effortlessly or by being among the privileged.  We take pride in accomplishments, are enticed to the world of fiction, become angry with barriers in our way, and take pride in who we think we are.  Like Adam and Eve we are tempted to see ourselves as gods, insensitive to the needs of others.  On the other hand we can recall that obedience to God's will is an ever-deepening mystery. 


Temptation to omissions occur.  We are tempted to inaction: we deny our present opportunity to do good; we excuse ourselves from accepting responsibility to follow Christ in building his Kingdom; and we seek to escape through a variety of allurements.  But we are confident that God never allows temptation beyond our endurance.  


Questions: How do we deal with temptations?  Do we seek to discern the spirits in retreat?  Do we find Jesus at our side? 

7. Prophetic Hometown: Confronting Local Problems

He has sent me to give good news to the poor,

to proclaim liberty to captives

and to the blind new sight.
  (Luke 4:18) (Isaiah 61:1)


Jesus' hometown folks are not inherently hostile; they simply think they know a hometown product all too well.  However, much depends on what the hometown prophet is and does.  Note how the first portion of the talk at Nazareth is accepted, and Jesus wins the approval of all who had heard of his spreading reputation in the neighboring towns.  They were astonished at the gracious words that came from his lips (4:22). 


The returning activist knows how fickle the approving atmosphere can be. I tell you solemnly, no prophet is ever accepted in his own country (4:24).  Perhaps in part because the home place is not specially privileged, for salvation and concern reach out to all people of good will, not to this local audience alone.  Jesus emphasizes the message of universality by mentioning that Elijah was not sent to his own but to the widow of Zarephath, a Sidonian town, and that the cure did not come to the chosen ones but in Elisha's time to the Syrian Naaman.  Jesus launches in and challenges special privilege of those who think he has favors that can be dispensed to hometown folks over and above others. 


Universality is Jesus' emerging message wherever that leads.  When he quotes Isaiah he means that liberation of all is in order, though he or any individual is limited by the area served.  However, even at his initial ministry, the arena of Jesus' ministry is more extensive than the local town from which he comes.  Quite often those close expect special attention and privilege.  Being more limited than he is, those who give initial approval suddenly turn and become enraged; they lead him out to throw him from the cliff but he escapes from them.  This change of mood is astounding; an atmosphere tense and rejection following curiosity and jealousy. 


 This is Jesus' hometown venture, for he finds no acceptance; he is convinced that rejection is to be accepted and become an opportunity to go and spread Good News elsewhere.  Rage happens.  A prophetic difficult message is not easily embraced.  Jesus the Activist is coming out in full battle array and the response may be surprising for a brief period; really, in a broader perspective this is to be expected; narrow-minded locals can be hypercritical, and that could be a narrow step away from violence.  Mark (6:1-6) says that Jesus' hometown opposition was such that he was not able to perform any mighty deed there.  The stay-at-homes may resist the one going away.  "He doesn't speak for me," may be a refrain.  "He ought to be one of us out of loyalty." 

    Most likely Jesus' extended family was divided, for his mother and "brothers" or cousins (same word) were associated with Jesus' public ministry; others withdrawn from him; Jesus speaks of this division at various times. 
The Whistleblowers
A determined group of local whistleblowers (Injured Worker's Advocate) have worked for over two decades to expose safety conditions endured by employees at the Portsmouth Diffusion Facility in Southeastern Ohio.  At the time of occurrence, over 3,000 workers were at the plant.  Legally-mandated radiation dosage records at the facility are alleged to have been conveniently lost, or, as charged by IWA, have been doctored by plant managers more interested in their positions than worker safety.  Newspaper accounts stemming from the IWA exposes say that 70,000 Dosimeter readings were 'changed'.  Now a number of former workers have cancer problems and need assistance, hoping at this time for governmental investigation and testing of all affected workers -- a hefty expense for private operators or the Federal Government itself.  Several affected workers have put their reputation and future on the line -- and this hometown case is not over yet. 

Reflection: Some Must Take Risks

Issues arise in local areas that can create divisions among people and even precipitate violence, such as the Charlie Hebdo periodical issues in January, 2015.  In our activism we may have to take a prophetic stance different from the great majority around us -- and in a society prone to violence this could lead to drastic results.  Critics strive to undercut the whistleblower or prophetic witnesses by charging the persons with compromising motivations or raise perceived or rumored past indiscretions; they may insinuate that the prophetic persons hold themselves in higher regard than stay-at-homes or status quo seekers.  


Activists run a risk by challenging or ridiculing a more conservative position and turning status quo adherents into violent killers.  Recall that our national defense (the greatest army the world has ever known) is a violent force bent on preserving the status quo.  Attacking the System by a countercultural activist may spell ruin as far as support goes, whether peer affirmation or monetary gain.  Followers note that Jesus knew this and still plunged ahead through the Spirit's guidance.


Prophetic activists can be led by the Spirit.  In some rare cases we experience a very unusual thing; we are forming words and saying things and yet we do not sense ourselves as creating the words; the Spirit who accompanies us speaks in our behalf.  We speak and yet not us, for the Spirit within uses our tongue and manner of talking, and we become humble divine instruments. Needless to say, over time a number of prophetic whistleblowers have taken immense risks; in some cases they have lost their lives over some issue perceived as threatening by others.  Confrontations become part of civic duty and responsibility, and the resulting frictions are often inevitable and yet must be exposed.  


Questions: Do our challenges today really differ so much from the problems of two millennia ago?  Is it not that we all too often lack the courage to speak?  Do we call upon the Spirit for help?

8. The Call to Be Disciples

After John had been arrested, Jesus went into Galilee.  There he proclaimed the Good News from God.  'The time has come' he said 'and the kingdom of God is close at hand.  Repent, and believe the Good News.' 
(Mark 1:14-15) (also Matthew 4:18-22 and Luke 5:1-11)


The passage just quoted comes right after Jesus goes into the wilderness and is tempted for forty days.  Immediately after this the passage states that the first four disciples are called (Simon and brother Andrew and James son of Zebedee and brother John).  Andrew and possibly John had been disciples of John the Baptist from the account in the Gospel of John (1:35-42) and recorded the hour that they had first met Jesus. 


 Note that this coming together in a formal call in Mark's Gospel occurs right after the phrase saying that John the Baptist had been arrested.  In Matthew's Gospel it also says that hearing John had been arrested he went back to Galilee, and leaving Nazareth (where antagonism had occurred), he went to live at Capernaum from whence he calls his disciples.  The assembling of disciples occurs during a critical political and social situation.  If Andrew and John were former John the Baptist disciples, this may indicate that the community John had assembled was unraveling due to the leader being incarcerated.  John is quoted as saying that "the Lamb of God" would increase while he decreases.  It certainly is proven true.     


One may wonder why Jesus takes such an effort to make disciples.  This is an explicit and expanded calling over that of John the Baptist.  Jesus, an activist, knows that the work must be replicated to make it effective over a long term, and so there must be associates committed to and trained to carry on.  In some way, these disciples help with the task of improving the effectiveness of the action at hand; they serve as constant feedback to the particular practices in which they are engaged.  When they see that they are truly participative in the mission before them, their expertise and enthusiasm grows.  Disciples are essential for the longer-term changes that must occur, and Jesus anticipates a far longer term mission.  Institution and charisma work together.   


Jesus' disciples have shown varied degrees of success.  We often consider the non-violent and loving approach of Jesus and how this together with servanthood, combine to make a way ahead for others to follow.  Over time, no doubt many have tried, each in his or her own way.  Since we are all unique in our calling, we are most likely unique in the acceptance and manner of exemplifying the call, both in community and as individual prophetic characters.  The disciples, who became martyrs for Christ, set the clearer course even though circumstances were trying.  Those who have spent a lifetime of service in more quiet times have in some ways had a more challenging task to accomplish -- and God is the judge.      
The Uniquely Called

Irene Dickenson was one of the first to organize a citizens' group to oppose nuclear power facilities in the 1960s.  She was a key person in organizing the "National Intervenors" as challenge to rampant issuing of licenses for proliferating powerplants.  For this beginning group their questioning involved the authenticity of an "atoms for peace" program (the guilt of Hiroshima); was this merely a harbinger of worker and residential safety issues as well as anticipated waste disposal problems.  The National Intervenors raised money and hired lawyers to challenge the pending licenses of such nuclear facilities, and Irene spent considerable time on a series of early powerplant cases.  She claimed that each challenge was a way to bring the entire nuclear program to the attention of the general public, and it certainly succeeded in this goal.   

Reflection: Obeying the Prophetic Call

Each activist is called in some way.  Through the graces of Baptism we take on the priestly, kingly, and prophetic roles of Christ.  But this is not a totally individual response without encouragement from others who help interpret and assist the one called.  In the Old Testament Samuel was assisted by Eli in hearing God's call.  It takes as much grace to know that another has a call from God as it does for the individual to respond to the call.  Would that all people know that God constantly calls their near and dear ones, and that they should assist in responding by encouraging the called person to listen attentively to God's message for them.


God calls us all over and over; major ones can occur early or be quite dramatic fashion, such as Paul being knocked from his horse.  In fact, when we detour from our journey of faith or attempt to avoid a response, God calls again and again as in the case of St. Peter after denying Jesus three times.  In some ways, the calls are unique in circumstances.  Far too often the authenticity of the call is denied and so people, especially when seeking fame or fortune, close their ears to the Almighty.  To hear and listen (ongoing discernment) takes a special grace, and also the willingness to respond as in Samuel's case (I Samuel 3:4).  A willingness to answer requires openness of heart.  Besides those who refuse, those who are faithful to their particular calls hear new messages to deeper calls within a call.  As we grow older, more limited, and less active, a different set of calls can be heard provided we are open and able to receive the message.  Eternity calls us to open our hearts to what is to come.


Some speak of a vocation crisis because of the shortage of personnel.  But there have always been a shortage of good people to fill the priestly, kingly, and prophetic roles.  Certainly many do not respond to their call.  Often calls are authentic but the ones who can give effective encouragement (parents, peers, and teachers) apply pressure to avoid what seems a frightening or risky call.  A call is to an individual, but success in service has a social character that takes a community to hear and help respond.


Questions: Do I encourage and assist others by giving direction?  Do I pray for individuals in the vocational struggles?

9. Cana: Encouragement to Act

This was the first of the signs given by Jesus: it was given in Cana in Galilee.  He let his glory be seen, and his disciples believed in him. 

 (John 2:11)


We can celebrate three great manifestations of the Lord: the Epiphany, the Baptism by John, and the changing of water into wine at the marriage feast of Cana.  Each involves divine intervention, in which the Lord's glory is shown to an audience.  This story is more than details of what happened at a wedding feast, though Christ's presence gives marriage feasts a special blessing.  Cana stands out as a single instance of what occurs so often in our resource-short world, where good things just unexpectedly run low and need replenishment, from minerals to farmland to scarce resources.  Much of our economic system is built on scarcity that stymies celebrations -- and great works require forms of proper management and enjoyment.  Jesus with his disciples (though they were all invited) is a partial cause for wine depletion and Mary's sensitivity is a forerunner of how we are to act in a resource-short world around us.

The time is NOW.  Jesus' growth in age and wisdom continues through his youth and into his ministry -- coming to an awareness of what seems more remote now has immediacy.  Mary's sensitivity is that of an activist pressing for action, They have no wine.  She knows with a deep trust that Jesus will address the situation through some sort of action.  Jesus answers in what could be a rebuke or more a slight frustration at the situation, Why turn to me?  My hour has not come yet.  Truly it HAD not, up to that moment.  With confidence Mary tells the servants, Do whatever he tells you.  Jesus, to this moment having not acted publicly, through his mother's trust in him is NOW ready to act.  Fill the jars with water.  Draw some out and take it to the steward.  Thus water is turned into wine.


Surprise!  The steward remarks to the bridegroom that customarily the best wine is served first and after plenty of drink the lesser grades.  But at this celebration the best wine has been served last.  Jesus himself is the best "wine," now being served and serving his last three years of mortal life.  This episode occurs in St. John's Gospel immediately before the cleansing in the Temple.  The glory that was being prepared for countless ages and in the womb and early life of Jesus is now manifested as the beginning of the public signs given by Jesus. 


Great works are the manifestation of the Messiah's presence.  Amazingly this is started in celebration showing that while seeing trying situations we still find the means to overcome difficulties in the joy of working and enjoying companionship.  Jesus is joined by relatives and disciples and will be close to all who believe in doing great works in his name.  In the words of the steward that the bridegroom saves the best to last changes a disaster to a blessing, something only Jesus is so able to effect.

Activistic Celebrators

Pete Seeger was a great musician and a passionate environmentalist seeking to save the Hudson River and the total environment locally and beyond.  He served as an advisor on our newly created center in DC.  When our materials on calculating the expenditures of consumer goods were presented to him, he was frank in saying they would not be well received because they could not be popularized.  The calculations would prove a chore.  Instead, he preferred a popular more celebratory type of approach through song, and in due time his environmental approach proved more successful.  We change folks through celebration, not hard exercises. 

Reflection: NOW is a Liturgical Act

We may not have the power to change water into wine, but as Christian community through powers Jesus invested in the priesthood, we do something greater; we turn wine into the Blood of the Lord.  This consecration and transformation on our part gives new hope to a world of doubt and fear that we are empowered to act and that we do so in the context of celebration -- the Liturgy.  We are God's hands and feet; we are now called to perform the greater works that Jesus promised his Church would do.  We do this by acting in a celebratory manner, for victory is achievable.


The Eucharistic celebration proceeds in much the manner of a wedding feast: we come together to express joy; we celebrate a new bond-making event; we witness to a profound event; and we cheer on the participants with Christ in our midst.  The liturgy emerges at the moment when we perceive resource scarcity: they have no food or lodging; the commons are being enclosed; earth is losing its vitality.  With the confidence of Mary's trust, we act as Body of Christ to bring about a public action for the better.  As at the wedding feast, in the Divine Liturgy Christ becomes the party savior from embarrassment to success.  Christ is with us and we are part of his Body; our work is the wine turned to sacrifice (blood); we are to make up all that is still to be undergone by Christ for the sake of his body, the Church (Colossians 1:24).  


We too must act as servants and do what Jesus says.  The Liturgy is a celebration and believers (as part of his Body) are able to perform a public work of importance.  As Christian non-violent revolutionaries we are to change a selfish and outmoded system partly through celebration.   The changing of wine to Christ's blood in the Mass extends Calvary in space and time.  Through this mystical act, believing activists can transform the world if we have courage and trust like Mary's.  Only Christians steeped in the Eucharist have realized a transformative act that we can do through consecrating; as Nicolas Zernov says, we no longer fear nature but can work with nature.  Believers have Jesus' power within us to withstand the oppressive forces around us. 


Questions: Are there light-hearted moments in our activism? Do periodic celebrations enhance our confidence that the Spirit is with us to help give us words to say and time to pray?

10.  Jesus as Healer: Wonders and Miracles
Get up, pick up your stretcher and walk.
 (Mark 2:9)


Jesus enters a house; the pressure of the crowd does not allow a paralyzed man to be brought to him directly, so they lowered him from the roof.  Jesus forgives this man's sins, but the scribes present object, saying that this is blasphemy.  Only God can forgive sins.  Jesus asks them what is easier to say: the words of forgiveness (spiritual healing) or the words of physical healing, "Walk again."  The physical miracle causes the crowd to be awestruck, but many fail to get the message that the spiritual healing is more important.  Jesus is not doing this as a wonderworker, but as teacher and wholesome healer of body and soul.


Jesus has compassion for all; he is deeply sensitive to the needs of imperfect folks in need of wholeness.  By healing the body, Jesus shows a capability to forgive the person and heal the soul; he institutes the sacrament where physical and spiritual healing goes hand-in-hand for the good of the total person.  It takes effort TO BE a healer; the woman in the crowd who touches his garment so she can be healed (Mark 5:25-34) -- and Scripture says power goes out of him.  He shows solicitude in the cure of Peter's mother-in-law, who thereupon expresses hospitality (Mark 1: 29-34) and is energized enough to wait on his party.


Jesus' healing activism is directed to the needs of others, including cases of those who have died much in the fashion of the great Old Testament prophets Elijah and Elisha.  Healing goes still further: in the case of the widow of Nain (Luke 7:11-25) Jesus is reminded of his own widowed mother, and now the loss of son and breadwinner; when Jesus' own ministry is cut short, will Mary his mother also be in a similar condition?  Further, in the raising of the daughter of Jairus (Mark 5:21-43; Matthew 9:18-26; and Luke 8:40-56), Jesus brings the little girl to life and tells the parents to give her something to drink.  Jesus shows emotional affection for Mary and Martha at the raising of their brother Lazarus (John 11: 1-44).  Healing extended to mortals is part of Jesus' ministry anticipating his death and resurrection.


The healing Jesus is balanced emotionally (see Appendix Three); he can weep over Jerusalem and cleanse the Temple at virtually the same time.  He can hear the needs of others and still endure the agony in Gethsemane (Mark 14:32-42).  Some caregivers can act in a variety of ways that are selfish or individually centered, but not Jesus.  His healing is always outward to the needs of the victim, not his own need to be a caregiver for its own satisfaction. Jesus teaches through his healing that his followers are to be balanced healers as well.  Their efforts may not lead to a physical miracle, but the concern and love they show can be part of a deeper spiritual effort to bring mercy to others. The goal of individual healing is both immediate comfort and longer term wellbeing; healing involves the conquest of disease and through new or discovered medicines.
The Patient/Healer

Cardinal Joseph Bernardin was the soul of progressive thought.  He started early in encouraging pro-life and environmental causes even while Archbishop of Cincinnati.  He was promoted to the leading see of Chicago with great effect and became a leader of the Bishops' Conference; he helped expand pro-life causes from beginning and end of human life and extending them to war and nuclear armaments issues in The Seamless Garment.  Towards the end of his life he developed a severe illness that sent him to a hospital ward where he connected with other patients, regarding this as a highly fruitful period by his own admission in The Gift of Peace.  He became very close to a community of fellow sufferers.
Reflection: Healing as Authentic Activism
Lord, heal my soul for I have sinned against you.
 (Psalm 41)


All of us are called to carry our crosses but especially the caregivers; these are the modern Simeon of Cyrenes.  Furthermore, we must strive to become healed ourselves so that we become all the more closely companions of Jesus.  Thus, part of our cross is ourselves.  If we were to wait until perfection arrives, we would never act, and so we have a simultaneous program of self-healing and outward caregiving so as to heal others as well.


In God's mercy, the power to forgive sins is extended to the entire Church; through God's instrumentality, pervasive greed and hatred are broken and individuals are freed of enslaving bonds.  The transference of this healing power to his disciples on that first Easter Sunday (John 20:19-31) -- and through ordination down through the ages -- is an ongoing Resurrection renewal, an empowerment given to his extended Body.  God allows us to bear and hear words of forgiveness so that we can start life anew, over and over again.  Today, this is ever so needed in a world where misdeeds of the sinner's past remain on unforgiving Internet sites.


 We are all sinners, and we benefit mightily in hearing with our ears that we are forgiven through the words of another.  Of course, this means we first admit our misdeeds -- and that is hard for many in a culture that rarely ever acknowledges personal wrongdoing.  The act of God's forgiveness is manifest and personalized within a meaningful penitential rite.  With the proper setting, the degree of comfort to each who is forgiven grows all the more; the resolution to sin no more becomes a reality in one's spiritual journey, and thus it is a planting of a peace of soul that gives our on-going service a firmer footing.


Questions: Does our healing start when recognizing that we need forgiveness for wronging the social order?  Does our healing involve recognizing the perfect Jesus and following him in healing others?  Is part of our growing in perfection recognizing our condition and how hard it is to forgive others?  Does our total healing involve both interior improvement and perfecting exterior ministry? 

11. Jesus as Exorcist: Driving out Demons

But Jesus said sharply, 'Be Quiet! Come out of him!'  And the unclean spirit threw the man into convulsions and with a loud cry went out of him.  










(Mark 1:25-26)


The curing of physical ailments early in Jesus' public ministry is accompanied by cures of those possessed by evil spirits.  This portion of Jesus' total activism makes beholders uneasy, whether those present at the event or those of us reading about these happenings after two millennia.  Now with modern understanding about mental illness we suspect that some of the incidents were the mentally afflicted and may have been grouped as of a possessed nature.  Certainly, mental as well as physical illness deserves Jesus' healing attention.  While mentioned early, these episodes do continue through Jesus' public ministry period along with the stricture not to broadcast who he is. Jesus acts with authority and in no place does he fail to achieve the desired goal.  The demons leave after resistance and they recognize him as the holy one of God.


The powers expressed by Jesus extend to forms of healing; as Son of God he has a divine power to cleanse uncleanness and to contest the domains that these spirits had sought to control.  In fact, Jesus' activism is never so apparent than in the driving out of demons -- something we pass over quickly because of discomfort involved.  Confronting demonic powers is unnerving, for it tests the sense of security and our confidence in God.  Jesus commissions his disciples to go out to outlying regions on their missionary adventures including healing and driving out evil spirits.   

The Afflicted

Nancy, a very active great, great-grandmother was past 90 but lived alone after the death of her husband following a long married life.  She was thrust into a lonely lifestyle and became convinced that demons were in her house.  Her daughter and other family became concerned and knew that other similar circumstances were caused by suicides or murders in affected abodes.  They asked me to come and give a house blessing.  After my blessing of her home, Nancy testified until her death that my prayers had driven the devils away.  This is one of several other blessed locations, though success has not been fully verified in all circumstances.  Places are affected and it disturbs the peace of those dwelling there; often I carry the Blessed Sacrament on these occasions.
Combating the Evil One

Today, many think in an ecumenical sense of good will that being "spiritual" is either good or neutral.  For those of us steeped in discernment of spirits the battle is between good and evil, for that includes the combat of various spirits.  This conflict extends to ways of treating our wounded Earth and includes what is termed eco-spirituality.  This author was asked to speak in Chicago at the 1993 Parliament of the World's Religions on the subject of eco-spirituality.  When telling that we must discern good and evil spirits, organizers got nervous.  They refused to allow me to sit on a panel, but rather to be a single speaker at a separate meeting.  Interestingly, they didn't invite devil worshippers to the ecumenical gathering for there is no ecumenism with the devil. 


When someone says he or she is not religious, only spiritual, the necessity of discernment needs to be broached.  Religiosity is a public profession of worship; spirituality may or may not be, but a sense of materialism with selfishness and greed could be a public manifestation of one sort of "spirituality."  The devil may be wise in expressing a more hidden possession amid the perversity of modern society.  Even today people can be and are afflicted by being possessed or in the power of the Evil One -- not of their own causation.  Likewise places may be tainted by evil, such as scenes of suicides or murders committed.  So can nations and cultures.


The power to exorcise the afflicted comes through priestly ordination, but the exercise of that power (a spiritually demanding practice) is by authorization of the local bishop.  However, places possessed by demons can be blessed with the Blessed Sacrament carried to the site.  Likewise, entire areas of unreclaimed land that have been damaged through resource extraction may have a taint of the evil spirit with natural revegetation delayed.  Furthermore, lands where prisons or concentration camps were present can be difficult places for community formation and exist as though the land itself remembers.  Prayers and blessings can heal wounded sites and these gain a sense of spiritual reclamation.


The devil is more subtle in this century and, while possession of property and people still occurs, additional sabotage of the economic and political System by evil spirits may occur through "possession."  Diverse cultural areas cry for a social discernment of spirits.  Tackling such problem areas requires a collaborative effort on the part of the community of believers.  The current economic/political System is materialistic and rotten to the core with its greed and excessive competitiveness.  The very System is possessed when plutocrats are allowed to take control.  

Few acknowledge the spiritual challenges facing the world today -- for most want to shy away from and avoid such unpleasant subjects.  Certainly, the problem is deep and results in challenges to our social structures and even the extreme weather violence related to climate change.  So our efforts to root out the diabolic forces all around require prayer and good works to see this through to conquer the evil forces present in our world.  Being close to the Blessed Sacrament is of utter importance, for the devil is not able to stay near Jesus' presence.  Some regard this as the reason previous forms of diabolic manifestations are less prominent.  


Questions: Does the Evil One become more clever with time and hide behind the material allurement of the modern age?  Are we aware of personified evil today and what form does it take?

12. Jesus as Teacher: Beatitudes and Activism

This is what he taught them: How happy are the poor in spirit; theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 





 (Matthew 5:1-2)


Jesus, the teacher, sits before the congregated listeners and is motivated by their needs, not by some sense of superiority or pride.  Jesus announces blessings (beatitudes) on the many present and seeks to share his internal happiness with these people of humble status.  Those who hear Jesus are not ones who regard themselves as wise, but rather humble seekers of truth.  The setting is a beautiful mountain, not an enclosed classroom or academic forum with privileged audiences.  In talking directly to people as equals, Jesus speaks in parables and stories that are understandable for the simple and yet contain further depths for the faithful who seek deeper meaning.  Yes, secular people are puzzled and fail to grasp the stories; the simple are satisfied; the lessons are mercifully short and to the point.


Wisdom is Jesus' message, a wisdom of the ages and yet told in a fresh fashion and not cleverly hidden or distant.  In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus teaches that it is not the elite who are happy, but believers who live their lives faithfully in ordinary ways.  Jesus draws from that prayerful experience and does not regard the wise of the world to be the most honored, for, in fact, childlike docility is what he expects us to have in approaching our companionship with him.  Jesus stresses the need to pray, reflect, plan ahead and set defined goals; he is eager to share his transparent wisdom with all people so that they, in turn, can share with others.  Recall his conversation with distraught disciples on the road to Emmaus after the Resurrection; Jesus opens the Scriptures to them (Luke 24).  When the Pharisees try to trip him as to whom to give allegiance (to God or to Caesar), Jesus shows wisdom in his response (Matthew 22:21 and Mark 12:17).


Kindness and gentleness marks Jesus' teaching.  He is not aloof when disturbed by others seeking his assistance.  Even the precious moments after a hard day's work when others come to be near him, Jesus leaves his choice moments of privacy and goes to attend to them.   Within this framework of readiness, Jesus teaches with authority (Matthew 7:29) that comes from his own desire to be of service to all and to do so with no barriers attached.  A house founded on sand will collapse, but one built on rock will last (Matthew 7:24-29).  He shares wisdom without charging a fee for his services; he invites the poor to come, learn and apply his wisdom.


Discipline is integral to good teaching.  Jesus does not expect a passive audience.  Disciples present and future are called to be perfect (5:48) as Jesus is perfect, and he continues this message throughout his teaching career.  Yes, Jesus is disciplined through prayer and open to learn the full extent of his mission through interaction with others.  Certainly all hungry for justice are willing to learn and practice discipline to do so.   

The Caring Teacher

For over four decades, Carol Howell had been a grade school teacher and, even after retirement, spent time in a voluntary capacity at her former school.  Students testified to her devotion and did so even eloquently at her funeral.  Her outlook extended beyond classrooms to the community where her genuine charity was legendary.  Amazingly, even after diagnosed with painful bone cancer, she never complained and continued serving others to the very end.  Her brother from New York was pleasantly shocked at the filled church, composed of the County's teaching community.

A golden heart stopped beating, hard working hands to rest,
God broke our hearts to prove to us He only takes the best.
(Funeral card September 18, 2014)

Reflection: Teaching as Activists

Today, all are plagued with information overload.  Teachers must adapt to current situations and through creative activism encourage students to become excited about learning, help each other through teamwork and be willing to volunteer for community service.  Actually activism within education is a learned collaborative enterprise by teachers and students alike.  The Internet makes this easier though distracting, and so requires discipline and self-control; the network is virtually free, the communications instant, the breadth worldwide.  Our classroom can become a global stage, but it is far harder to stay focused amid countless current distractions.   


Authority makes a great difference, and so we seek out those who have this gift.  Certainly it is not the social media addict who moves from one sound bite to another, spending little time reflecting.  Those who are accomplished take time to compose the message in a coherent fashion.  Delivering that message in an entertaining manner is a challenge, for attention spans seems to shorten with current flashes and enticing advertisements.  Perhaps the new authority is one who finds a future horizon and leads the wandering mind to a place where talents will be better utilized.  Good educators encourage focusing.  The message is a work-in-process, and the goal is to invite students into a field where learning develops, not where someone has the content and demands an oppressive transfer from learned one to ignorant masses.  


All working together collaborate in making the message meaningful; the atmosphere changes and the message has an emergence worth emphasizing.  Our learning period is not stopped at a formal graduation but continues through life.  Part of the new dimensions we look for is an eager openness for changes in life that are meaningful.  This is not competition as to who reaches the goal line first; we work together to expand the intellectual commons.  


Question: Are we committed to reaching this intellectual commons and do we see value in it?  Does learning involve sharing with others and establishing a teamwork approach to acquiring knowledge?   Is authority a focusing on the pursuit of wisdom?

13. Multiplication of Loaves: Feeding the Hungry

Then Jesus took the loaves, gave thanks, and gave them out to all who were sitting ready; he then did the same with the fish, giving them as much as they wanted.  (John 6:11)


Jesus multiplying loaves (two events) is told in John 6: 1-15 with parallel texts in Matthew 14:13-21 and 15:32-38; Mark 6:31-44 and 8:1-10; and Luke 9:10-17.  This is a high point in the miracles involving 5,000 and 4,000 people, and yet the success of being fed was not always understood by the multitudes. The various passages contain some common elements:

1. Sensitivity by Jesus of the crowd's condition and awareness of their need to be fed as the day wears on.  Their own desire to be near him is contagious and he feels their eagerness and yet considers their hunger and lack of resources; 


2. Doubt by disciples about the lack of food or a means of procuring enough to feed so many people in this very deserted place;


3. Generosity by one with limited means is shown by the example of a youth (in one passage) who is willing to risk radical sharing of what are his bare essentials.  Radical sharing on a limited level gives way to immense sharing by a great number; 


4. Thanksgiving to a gracious God for giving us of the bounty so we will not go hungry and that the opportunity affords itself to satisfy so many.  The Eucharistic Feast which Jesus institutes is a foretaste of the heavenly banquet.  Thus we extend thanks to God for the gift given, time to partake and energy to respond and use gifts properly;


5. Distribution among so many and told in different ways to indicate the efficiency of giving to all who are in need.  Making the people be seated (in Mark and Luke's Gospels in formal groups for proper distribution) gives rise to an activistic distribution system so others may be satisfied.  Giving immediate necessities is certainly a major component of the story;  


6. Leftovers showing God's generosity are not to be wasted but manifest Jesus as having a conservationist mentality that accompanies the feeding of the masses.  Twelve wicker baskets of leftovers show the disciples that overabundance is from the hand of God;

 
7. Understanding is limited.  The people wanted to make Jesus a messianic king though that is not part of his mission.  He takes time to explain the Eucharist mystery but they lack spiritual understanding and walk away.  Yes, some do not understand and even ridicule the faith taught here.  Others believe for a moment and then fall away, for the saying is too hard; and still others will allow the great mystery to grow and prosper; and  


8. Demanding a deepening motivation is part of the activism of the event.  Jesus would have none of the glamour and forceful adulation of the crowd, and he simply removes himself from the rapidly politicizing scene.  The episode is a prelude to feeding the hungry in every age of the Christian era.  

Distributors of Necessities

Horace McKenna, SJ started the charitable center at St. Aloysius Church almost within sight of the Capitol in downtown Washington.  Horace did more than help on an individual basis as all Christians are called to do; he developed an ongoing program that became SOME (So Others Might Eat); this expanded into a place where homeless and those susceptible to chronic problems receive emergency aid such as hypothermia prevention and transportation help.  SOME functions today and even presidents volunteer to help.  It took an activist and Apostle of the Poor to start this center.

Reflection: Giving Daily Bread

  One story is about a Second World War concentration camp, where a fellow imprisoned secular lady was given a vial by a priest on the way to his death.  He said to distribute these fragments to all who ask; she observed that the vial never went empty, though she did not really understand, not being a believer.  Truly, this miracle was finally explained by a priest to this survivor years later: the vial contained the Bread of Life, present to a suffering people -- and she was the distributor.  We are called to distribute and ought to cultivate certain characteristics:


1. Sensitivity -- This makes us aware of the need to address the hunger issue as essential to our own salvation.  We are all hungry, physically and/or spiritually.  Without nourishment we lose heart, for only God's presence can truly sustain us; 


2. Faith to overcome doubt -- We are like the disciples and wonder how the world's hungry can be fed; it is only possible through proper distribution of often wasted resources;

3. Generosity -- This leads to profound thanksgiving for the opportunity to help in these troubled times.  God empowers us to act through the spirit, and faith is believing we can do something;


4. Gratitude -- Our act of thanksgiving is at the heart of acknowledging God as author of all good things.  Feeding in all forms ought to occur within an atmosphere of thanks to the Supplier of all good gifts; 


5. Practical work -- Distributing supplies involves structuring the means to deliver goods to those in need (an activist concern).  Resources of the Earth, as Gandhi says, are enough for needs but not for wants.  We must give a priority to satisfy basic essentials for all people before non-essentials;


6. Conservation -- This includes provision to reduce leftovers or preserve them for future generations; they are never to be wasted.  Those with ample supplies can become insensitive to future needs, and thus see excess as of little worth;


7. Vigilance -- This involves a creative eye for opportunities to be of service to others; and


8. Motivation -- Tireless work involves radical sharing of what we are blessed for all who are in need.   

      Questions: How are the multiplication miracles duplicated today through redistribution of resources?  How can we imitate Jesus in a world hungering for physical and spiritual food?

14. The Storm at Sea: Calming the Fearful
Whatever kind of man is this?  Even the winds and the sea obey him.
(Matthew 8:27) (Also Mark 4:41)


Calming storms at sea is a feat that shows Jesus the Activist and teacher. But it was not a display for its own sake, but as part of an exercise for teaching his disciples.  Within this one narrated event, Jesus shows that faith grows while overcoming fear.  At Jesus' urging, the disciples, with much accumulated seafaring skill of this very lake, obey his request; while their experience calls them not to venture to sea, they undertake a boat trip across a rather untamed lake.  Human fear surges with the storm.  Then in this terrible moment of wind and rain, Jesus comes calmly to them; he commands the storm, "Quiet!  Be still!"  And he adds a searching question to his disciples after this stern rebuke to the storm, "Why are you lacking in faith?"  


Jesus exerts a faith that conquers areas of doubt; such faith can move mountains and calm seas.  These disciples are called to grow in a faith that is needed in the stormy weather ahead.  From their natural experience these professional fishers know that storms arise quickly and waves can swamp their small boats.  Recall that they are aware that even an overload of fish could endanger these vessels (John's Gospel's last chapter).  Yes, their experience over time teaches a profound respect for the elements, but now Jesus prepares them with a deeper lesson of upcoming spiritual ministry. 


Jesus recognizes the disciples’ fears.  He moves them ever so gradually beyond the purely physical realm of life to a spiritual dimension in which they are to function as leaders in the believing community; they must endure the storms of life with a certain tranquility, for God is with them and they must battle the fears of their future charges.  God is with us also if we only trust -- and as disciples we must grow in that trust.  If lacking, we are unable to assist others when threatened by future storms of life.  Just as Jesus is with them in this particular storm, so God is always with us in the revolutionary conditions now before us.  


Jesus tests his disciples; he knows that to follow him means taking risks, but these involve overcoming the paralysis of fear.  "Fear not" are his first words after the Resurrection.  Just anticipating fearful events could make the less courageous find an excuse to stay in what seem comfortable settings -- and to opt for inaction.  An activist will sooner or later be in trying circumstances; yes, ordinary fears arise in our charged political and economic atmosphere.  Yes, prudent respect for physical elements is normal, but the mission ahead after Pentecost is a spiritual seafaring venture.  Jesus demands trust in God because storms ahead will be violent.  Buck up courage!  Jesus prepares novice activists by testing them through lessons showing the need for trust.  They are becoming battle-hardened and need the Lord as a constant companion.

The Developing World's Poor

For the poor, fear is always a challenge.  For years through a series of activities and news reports, a Jesuit friend Rob Currie has documented the transforming changes occurring in Grupo de Solidaridad-Arenal in rural Nicaragua.  Gradually, people who have withstood extremes of poverty trust each other in community; they grow food for essential needs, educate their youth, furnish basic health care, and preserve and even display the locale's culture of a broader community.  Progress amid hardships has been slow and sure, the characteristics of folks who overcome basic fears and prevail against weather extremities of droughts and floods by working together.  Over time, a faithful community becomes a shining example for a richer world.          

Reflection: Coping with Good Fears, Bad Fears

Fears are part of our ordinary lives.  When we were youngsters, we had confidence in parents and guardians, and that extends with age to broader community builders.  Some of this trust is well founded, for experience teaches us to be cautious -- people are not perfect and things can go wrong.  Being afraid of virtually everything and everyone is unhealthy; so is a total lack of caution.  When warned about severe weather, we take precautions, especially when sirens sound and tornados approach.  Some believers light a blessed candle when hail batters the roof with a terrible sound and the wind howls.  We feel powerless and totally dependent on God, our protector and strength.  At such times we turn to God.


That sense of powerlessness and dependence comes to us when caught in a flimsy boat on a choppy lake or when seeking to escape from a wildfire or rising flood waters.  We may also recall having a nightmare of our own "Perfect Storm" circumstances for we become fearful in an inability to cope with weather conditions.  However, at the heart of a powerless situation is recognition of a hidden Higher Power, the Lord of the storms.  Through prayer and sacramental life we grow in trust, first to avoid unsafe conditions and take reasonable precautions and then to encourage the fearful.  


God is our rock of refuge and is with us through it all.  The opportunity exists to admit our weaknesses and yet profess a spiritual empowerment through God's grace: to overcome shortages, experience life-threatening situations and even approach the hour of death. "Fear not, you of little faith; God's power is at work in you."  Trust is Jesus' message at the calming of the seas.  Our confidence exists in both individual and communal faith; we are never alone for we have the Lord at our side.  New territories are still before us but with companions we can face risks and perils.

     Questions: Do we have faith to weather storms?  Are we able to look beyond the present political and social difficulties to a better world order?  Will we and our loved ones be safe from terrorist attacks and unexpected threats from climate change?  Will our health endure and our faith stay firm?  Do we trust in God?        

15. Imprisonment and Death of John the Baptist
Jesus answered, 'Go back and tell John what you hear and see; the blind see again, and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised to life, and the Good News is proclaimed to the poor; and happy is the man who does not lose faith in me.'
 (Matthew 11:4-6) (Also Luke 7:18-23) 


The story of Jesus' activism is intertwined with that of John who baptized and launched his ministry.  The two go their separate ways and so separation and differences add to the drama of the severe political times, which occurred during this period.  John is imprisoned for criticizing Herod the tetrarch for all the crimes the monarch had committed.  A ministry of this powerful preacher of Old Testament style (even the historian Josephus cites his fame) passes to a new era.  Jesus comes forth and proclaims that the time is fulfilled; this occurs in a charged atmosphere of severe oppression by hostile Roman occupiers of the Holy Land.  The air is electric with rumors and movements, perhaps like America immediately before the Civil War -- or maybe like the present NOW. 


While imprisoned in this highly charged political situation, John sends messengers to Jesus, for he is puzzled about who Jesus really is (lamb or lion of Judah).  Jesus answers with the above verses from Isaiah the prophet about the expected activism of the Messiah and the wonders that are to occur at his coming.  James Carroll points out in Christ Actually: The Son of God for the Secular Age (Viking 2014) that Jesus' response leaves out the liberation of prisoners (p. 172) that he had quoted from Isaiah 61 at his hometown homily (see #8).  If historical, why no mention of liberation?  Jesus does not intend to free John from Herod's dungeon; he will not lead a zealot-type armed assault.  Yes, No violence!  This moment defines Jesus' mission to a greater degree than almost any other: no brute force; rather "Prince of Peace."  Jesus is not John the Baptist: John's apocalyptic a future longed for finds contrast in Jesus' a present to be responsible for (Carroll, p. 165).  Note similarities in current Christian camps.  


Is John the foil who is more the ascetic, in contrast to Jesus who is establishing a Kingdom of God?  The turmoil unfolds with John's senseless beheading to satisfy the wishes of a dancer and her mother (Mark 6:17-29; also Matthew 14:3-12 and Luke 3:19-20).  His disciples come to tell Jesus of the tragedy and, as would be expected for a relative and collaborator, Jesus goes off to a lonely place to grieve and pray.  One can only imagine the gloom that hangs over the little band of believers after such a dastardly deed and associated gore.  Within such a suspenseful setting Jesus speaks very highly of John and says he was more than a prophet and is the one scripture says: See I am going to send my messenger before you; he will prepare the way before you. Jesus adds that of all the children born of women, there is no one greater than John; and yet the least in the kingdom of God is greater than he is (Luke 7:28-29).  John prepares the way; the disciples follow the way.  Now some turn and follow Jesus.
The Hopeful Caregiver

Sister Mary Glass brought a sense of liberation to the captives of the Manchester, Kentucky Federal Corrections Institutions for a quarter of a century.  Her main work in America's poorest (Clay) county was physical therapy or the liberation of people from their infirmities through caregiving.  She coupled this in her free time with caregiving in teaching as part of prison ministry.  These were the incarcerated and those supposedly being corrected for past mistakes.  Sister Mary was a mother to all and until about age 90 slowed her, she gave a sense of hope to those behind bars and who must bear the stigma of a felon in our unforgiving society.  She spoke to them frankly and as an enduring friend -- and they missed her presence mightily.

Reflection: Liberating Captives

Liberation comes in various ways and degrees.  A totally non-activistic approach is to expect God in due time to miraculously enter the scene and put the stamp of freedom on a given situation.

Internally, it may involve accepting Jesus as savior and thus the unfree become mentally free while the circumstances of life do not change externally.  The slave on the galley finds the chains not holding back a freedom in Jesus as companion and way to glory.


Externally, liberation could come forcefully through an assault on an oppressive condition, much in the classic sense of violent revolution with a liberator being a militant.  Often in history this does not prove successful and results in the exchange of positions between oppressor and oppressed.  The zealots await this military form of messianism and are disappointed in Jesus not being willing to rebel.  Jesus knows that violence begets violence.


A non-violent approach can be active or passive, and Jesus' is the former.  This involves direct verbal or physical confrontation, civil disobedience and organizing to sabotage the System.  Non-violent change generally takes a longer period of time and uses moral force to bring oppressive elements to their knees.  Really this is Jesus' approach that involves cleansing the Temple and verbal exchange with Pharisees.  Calling another a name could be fighting words.  So it is necessary that one uses measured terms and speaks only when most necessary to make an important point.  Jesus calling Herod a "fox" really refers to his cunning behavior and not to poke him in the eye.  Jesus is not deliberately provocative but forthrightly allows chips to fall where they will. 


We note in the Gospels that the friction and confrontation becomes more heated as the journey to Jerusalem nears.  No doubt the disciples as well as Jesus see it coming and even they try to convince him to stay away.  To Jesus the building of the Kingdom is a long-term process, beyond what impatient disciples imagined.


Questions: Does liberation continue today?  Does it involve prison reform?  A change in the current economic System?  Involvement in political action?

16. Transfiguration: Foreshadowing Glory


There in their presence he was transfigured; his face shone like the sun and his clothes became as white as the light.


 (Matthew 17:2)  

In the liturgical year we reflect on the Transfiguration twice: the Second Sunday of Lent in winter and August 6th in the very middle of summer.  We focus on different aspects of this one episode amid Jesus' activities, for it is pivotal in his journey to Jerusalem.  This event is a pause in the journey, a foretaste of glory that will come, and a moment of needed consolation.


 Mount Tabor is a beautiful mountain overlooking the Lake of Galilee and the fruitful rolling landscape -- though the scene of an Old Testament battle.  The flowers are in bloom; the sea meets land in perfect ecological balance.  Here Jesus is given a choice moment where his glory, so cloaked by human trappings, suddenly unfolds before his closest disciples.  This bit of Earth radiates its Creator, a spiritual reflection of the divine in our midst, a stopover that is glory shining through, a special sacred place in a Holy Land, and yet a place with a history.  

Transfiguration occurs twice.  Each liturgical year the Church gives emphasis to the twofold aspect of Transfiguration: reflection on a need for consolation in time of Lent and the upcoming Calvary event; and the glory of the Lord shining amid the full foliage of summer and the sure knowledge that future glory will shine beyond the withering ignominy of the cross.  The Transfiguration event is recorded in all three Synoptic Gospels, and in Peter's second letter, a pause that refreshes and foreshadows future victory.

The Significance.  Jesus takes the three disciples up the mountain; this harks back in time to Moses going up Mount Sinai and receiving the Law.  Here Jesus stands in center stage and talks with Moses the lawgiver and Elijah the prophet.  The placement demonstrates the central role of Jesus in Salvation History; he is greater than the supreme lawgiver and the great prophet -- and the Father affirms him as the beloved son.  Jesus' face is radiant and shines like the sun to which Peter's reaction is to say -- "It is good for us to be here."  In current language he could say -- "Let's take a selfie;" he offers to erect a stone memorial with three tents, referring to giving the Law as commemorated in the Feast of Tabernacles.  The disciples are paralyzed with fright.

Consolation is a human need.  The Transfiguration gives us all courage for we are in need of comfort.  Jesus needs spiritual fortification for his upcoming suffering and death -- and shaken disciples need some grace to carry them through trials to future glory.  To be transfigured is to see the radiance shining through the ordinary daily life of each of us, for hard times precede final glory.  Still, the disciples are cautioned by Jesus not to tell this event to anyone until after the trials in Jerusalem; it can only be fully understood in light of the Jesus' Resurrection.

The Artistic Consolers

John Freda is an environmental artist and regards Mount Tabor as a place of consolation.  During the time of the Vietnam War, he spent five months on a kibbutz in the Jezreel Valley just to the west of it.  Throughout those months he felt the mountain's atmosphere and its serene peace.  John strives to communicate joy and wellbeing to the viewer; in his artwork consolation can be a radiant spark to help energize others in carrying on their mission in these troubled times.            
Reflection: Discovering Our Consolations
Master, it is wonderful for us to be here.   (Luke 9:33)

Transfiguration is the vision of a better world seen from a hilltop vista.  Human beings need our moments of consolation, and an all-provident God provides them if we are just observant and thankful when they do come.  We are not "spiritual marines" pretending to always act tough; we need a good word, a hug, and a smile from the ultimate Gift-giver.  St. Peter's words after awakening from a trance at the Transfiguration event are quoted along with the afterthought that he is confused.  However, his words have deeper implications than mere offhand remarks.  We can see a future glory in moments like sunshine peeking through clouds.  God gives us life here and now; we are blessed and privileged to be of service.

 For us today, Transfiguration is a preview in the ordinary flow of eternal glory ahead.  We are not totally futurist in an optimistic way, for we have the headaches of the present weighing on us: air and water pollution, drug use, resource depletion, financial turmoil, abortion, and on and on.  We yearn for the promise of the Lily of the Mohawks when her disfigured face during life was beautified in her passing to the Lord in death.  Some fail to notice precious moments and surrender to allurements that are harmful, frivolous, and utterly distracting.  Others recognize transfiguring events springing up that are capitalized and shared, for these are more than individual flowers for personal picking.


The Lord promises that our prayers are always answered.  We can hardly expect to pray for miracles in times of troubles.  Through prayer, we realize our own powerlessness when acting alone or when ineffective in groups; we are enabled to act but we need consolation as the spice to keep us going.  We, like Peter, are moved through impulse to memorialize brief glimpses of glory as passive spectators at the Transfiguration.  Glory be to God for dappled things -- For skies of couple-color as a brinded cow...
"Pied Beauty" by Gerard Manley Hopkins. 


Questions: Do we look deeply into how we can be transforming people? While powerless on our own, still with faith can we be empowered by the risen Lord to change a wounded world?  Is this part of the Easter hope?  Are these empowering activities some of the more wonderful works that Jesus tells the disciples can be achieved? 

17. On This Rock: Building a Solid Identity

You are Peter and on this rock I will build my Church.  And the gates of the underworld can never hold out against it.  I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven: whatever you bind on earth shall be considered bound in heaven. 







 (Matthew 16:18-19)


Jesus asks the basic question, "Who do people say I am?"  The reply is a prophet (Jeremiah, Elijah) or the return of John the Baptist; Peter's reply that he is the Son of God is a positive affirmation of true identity at the Messiah's highest plane.  When others in the ministry express doubt and opposition, Jesus identifies himself through his activism: look and observe that the blind see and the lame walk.  Through his deeds he is known -- as stated by Isaiah the prophet.


By thus responding, the Apostle Simon Peter expresses his leadership qualities.  He is to be a "rock" and yet in neither Greek (Petros) nor Aramaic (the equivalent spoken language of Jesus) had this been a common name.  It is something new to be called "rock," for generally that could mean an insensate thing, a lifeless piece of virtually immovable material.  However, from Old Testament passages we call God the rock of ages, a focus on firmness and solidity, of security against a stormy sea, and as base of a building's foundation in contrast to being built on sand.  A rock is the symbol of what is unchanging and not easily moved.  If you go to "Little Round Top" at the Civil War's Gettysburg Pennsylvania battlefield, you see a photograph of a dead soldier positioned next to this large boulder.  Astoundingly, in comparing the photographed features of about a century-and-a-half before, one observes the same cracks and rough surface features with no change.  Weathering here is undetectable.  


The rock leader "Peter" has rough edges that need to be smoothed over time with God's good grace.  Beyond the impetuosity of being first to come forward, recall that Peter openly denied Jesus at the arrest period on Good Friday; from defending with a sword to denial all in the same day is his record.  Still, after the Resurrection Jesus calls him to an affirming love.  Peter as early Church leader shows reluctance to accept gentiles; however, through words and dream he sees the need to accept this advancement of the Church -- and faithfully he is accepted with an "amen!"


Jesus shows a confidence in weak human beings with the potential to become firm leaders and this great example is Peter himself.  Jesus builds a Church composed of human beings.  Over the centuries successors have been various sorts, and yet the office stands firm, giving us confidence that the Lord is always with us during these ages.  Peter is not perfect, and he recognizes Paul's talents as a member of the team; the two acting together show the complementarity of divine gifts in loving cooperation and collaboration (II Peter 3:13).  God pledges to remain with us through ages and molds us into a living body with heads that guide us.  In turn, we rely on Peter's successors in troubled times.

The People's Pope

Many of us find Pope Francis refreshing, easy to understand, and even a friend on Facebook.  Others who are more in the status quo may differ on that assessment, but his approachability makes him accepted by a wide variety of all types of Christians and non-Christians alike.  He has a knack of shaking things up and by name and title gives first emphasis to the poor -- persecuted, migrants, and refugees.  His simplicity speaks louder than words, and his leadership stands out among the people, not simply over them.  
Reflection: Leaders among Collaborators

To try to improve politics is not worldliness but love.  To wash your hands of politics is not love but worldliness.  
 Sir Frederick Catherwood     


People ask, "Why are you an activist?" and an answer is "because I am a Christian."  Affirmation is an activist creed and redemption is the ultimate spiritual action.  We follow the redeemer through Spirit-inspired loving service, for change occurs both individually and socially.  Our activity cannot be built on sand or it will collapse; it must be built on rock solid ground.

Like all creatures, organic and inorganic, rocks teach us if we keenly observe them: they are firm and yet subject to movement by greater forces; they are apparently unchanging but still weathering; they are warm in summer's sun but cold in winter's frigid climate; they seem lifeless yet on closer examination support life.  Rocks go beyond the apparent: they teach us to look further for the characteristics that we yearn to possess: firmness of purpose, eternity in life.  Rocks serve as pointers to deeper mysteries for, even in silence, they speak -- if only we listen.  Rocks indicate people like Peter with authority and leadership.  


Activists need special agents of change who speak firmly as one of them and all of us above the noisy hurricane of media sound bites.  We need a community of firm believers who assist each other in the tasks before us, and yet with the courage to be ahead of the herd.  This global community at critical times needs leaders who speak on their behalf and say it for all to hear.  We all should speak and discern what must be done, but we also need someone to speak a collective word.  Jesus desires leaders and so he chooses Peter as head and apostles to help.  Ideally, what they speak is truth within the believing multitudes of which they are one.


Our identity as activists is enhanced when we speak with a single voice, when we show a need for public direction, and when we show a sense of teamwork and the infallibility springing from a somewhat universal faith of the people.  We can affirm an "Amen" to those who speak in Jesus' name.  Urgency demands that WE act on issues affecting the vitality of our Earth HERE and NOW.


Questions: Does the pope call us to become active?  How do we respond to Pope Francis' A Christian who is not a revolutionary today is not a Christian?  

18. Mission Sending Two-by-Two: Work and Rest

Then he summoned the Twelve and began to send them out in pairs, giving them authority over the unclean spirits.
 (Mark 6:7)   (Also Matthew 10: 1-16 and Luke 9:1-6)


Jesus teaches his disciples to imitate his activism.  Just as he is a poor itinerant healer/teacher, so ought they; take little material comforts on the journey except a staff and sandals, the basic needs of a traveler.  Note that they are not to take money, for that would have reduced the dependence on divine assistance -- for their trust is in God.  In Matthew's account, they are to say that the kingdom of God is at hand.  When host places show hospitality and receive the word, then they are to stay and minister accordingly.  If rejection occurs, then they are to shake the dust from the sandals and move on to another place.

Those pairs who exercise the power given by the Lord still have a delicate task before them, and individual souls acting alone find it quite burdensome.  We need the ongoing corrective support of companions because the movement is most often to an alien culture, which has good aspects worth affirming and others lacking and needing to be critiqued.  Generally speaking, two can break ground here better than one.  


These early missionaries show the enthusiasm of novices.  In some ways they are so mesmerized by the authority given them that their own immaturity tempts them; they start to think their power swells from their own selves and not from the graces making them instruments of the Lord.  They find success in casting out demons and curing the sick.  They return to Jesus beaming about what they had accomplished.  They are forerunners of countless maturing missionaries who will receive few awards; many will live and die in remote places unrecognized by the public at large, misinterpreted and violently opposed, and often forgotten by a clamoring world of material success.  Jesus' beginners foreshadow thousands of bands of spreaders of Good News who translate fidelity into a loving message, yes transcultural bridges.


Workers deserve a rest.  Jesus realizes that his disciples’ efforts expend energy and that they can get worn out.  In solicitude he says, you must come away to some lonely place all by yourselves and rest for awhile (Mark 6:31).  The attempt is made, for all must balance effective activity with proper rest so to be ready for future greater service.  All need reinforcement after expending energy.  A person who has to go it alone (as often it happens with witnesses who are prisoners of conscience) can endure faithfully, but at a high price.  While the principle of needed rest is enunciated clearly, still periods of rest are so often broken by demands from the crowds who are like sheep without a shepherd.  Jesus shows that while shepherds must have time to rest, the sheep's needs are often overriding.  It takes creativity to take moments of rest when possible and to pace oneself.  God provides even the rest time.   

Teammates

Though most could mention a host of team players, this listing includes those from my personal experiences; a team that comes to mind has performed a mission of establishing and maintaining thousands of habitats for bluebirds.  Emeritus Biology Professor Wayne Davis and his invalid wife Shirley would travel miles along the Interstates and major roads of Kentucky privately funding thousands of bluebird boxes every one-tenth of a mile at selected spots -- and then maintain them year after year while energy and health permitted. These two were vivid examples of a team at work building and maintaining their specially constructed boxes for a species of endangered bird.  Others continue the practice today. 


Reflection: Experimental and Maturing Activism

Come to me, all you who labor and are overburdened and I will give you rest.  Shoulder my yoke and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble of heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  Yes, my yoke is easy and my burden light. 






  (Matthew 11: 28-30)


A collaborative Commons arises.  The emerging replacement for competitive and individualistic economics involves teams of workers; here is the opportunity to offer personal admonition, ability to discern matters with feedback from another, and help to overcome physical barriers.  Two can do the job better than one, and many like-minded people working in unison make a stronger team.  In the work of Christian mission, both healing and teaching become paramount, for one sees glory in creation, value in suffering and spirit-filled renewal in a just system.  This demands team sharing. 


Jesus invites us to take up our yoke, not the individual commercial yoke that balances two buckets of water, but rather those yokes used in Scriptural times that referred to wooden frames borne by pairs of oxen or donkeys.  Jesus' words harkens to yokes that are custom-made to fit particular beasts of burden; they are geared where one team member is young and immature and the other more experienced; they promote teamwork, not individual effort.  Joining with an experienced person in the burdens we bear is joy and refreshment.  Our yoke with Jesus is a collaborative effort.


Openness to teamwork with Jesus is an empowered ministry that is enriching, not an oppressive drudgery.  Jesus empowers us to participate in the great work he undertakes.  Some emphasize the "kingly" role of Jesus as though singular and above work.  This misses the point of his activism: giving us a participatory role in his mighty works.  The healing aspects of ministry demand a communion of caregivers with each other and of caregivers and victims.  A team in service is a gift. C.S. Lewis points out in Mere Christianity such a privilege.  Our voluntary empathic openness is how we influence evolutionary process.


Questions: Should activists evaluate their success?  Will longer term success come after we are gone?  Does that satisfy us or do we want more at this moment?

19. Jesus Forgiving: Prodigal Son

Your brother here was dead and has come to life; he was lost and is found.  








  (Luke 15:32)


Jesus focuses over and over on forgiveness because this is at the heart of God's mercy and love -- and it is the atmosphere in which peace can be established in our troubled world.  The parable of the "Prodigal Son," or "Forgiving Father," or "Unforgiving Brother" is of three people -- a son who foolishly squanders all his possessions on loose living; a brother who holds within himself all his own self-righteousness and resentment at his brother; and a forgiving father who strives to bridge the family divide.  The father is one who allows the son to leave with his inheritance, but who looks longingly for his son's return, who forgives and welcomes him, and pleas with his other son to reconcile with his brother.

  
Forgiveness brings newness of life.  Through forgiveness, a new world opens to everyone, for continued wrongdoing affects us all -- and so does lack of forgiveness.  The lost are found as the parable's forgiving father says.  An activism without forgiveness is one of violence and social disruption (the unforgiving brother).  Preparing for new life gives us energy to rise and improve -- and personify Resurrection itself.  The spiritual power to forgive is given by Jesus at the Easter event of his meeting with the disciples.  It permits us to erase the past and start over in a newness of life.  The prodigal is forgiven, the slate is made clean, and declaring bankruptcy is a necessary condition for a new beginning that is now able to start.


Forgiveness is a condition for coming closer to God, something we all need desperately.  So utterly important is the followers' act of forgiving that we will not be forgiven in our imperfect selves if we fail to forgive.  It is at the heart of the "Our Father," for we will only be forgiven if we do the act of forgiving also.  In forgiving, Christians must lead the way in order to confront a world of violence.  Forgiveness is an activity that is done over and over for the sake of the parties forgiven and the growth of love in our world.  When Peter asks Jesus how often to forgive one's brother -- seven times (seven was a number meaning completeness or perfection and beyond the three times the sages of the time recommended).  Emphatically, Jesus responds, Not seven, I tell you, but seventy-seven times (Matthew 18:22).  


Forgiveness is spiritual healing, of which Jesus has the authority to say and do; this act is questioned by the critics who say only God can forgive sin.  Thus Jesus who forgives the paralytic also adds for that emphasis that he is cured (2:9), as we just discussed in Jesus the healer.  Jesus performs physical healing to show that the power of spiritual healing can also be performed through the authority that Jesus has and gives to his disciples.  Christians must forgive personal differences; those ordained forgive past misdeeds and allow one a new life through the power of Jesus the Activist.

The Forgiver

Louis knew how hard the task would be.  He would go to a Florida prison and meet with his brother's killer.  His family had met and prayed over the matter and determined that as Christians they had only one thing to do and that is to forgive and to express forgiveness to the one who did the heinous act.  They elected Louis to make the journey and, though difficult, he openly admitted after the meeting that this was a profound moment in his life, and a tremendous load was lifted from his and his family's shoulders.  He said he wished others found the courage and opportunity to do so.
Reflection: Forgiveness of Debts Brings Peace

You will declare this fiftieth year sacred and proclaim the liberation of the inhabitants of the land.  This is to be a jubilee for you.

 (Leviticus 25:10)


Today we need forgiveness as a breath of fresh air.  Offending and offended persons crave liberation from past burdens whether culpable or not.  We all need jubilees, periods when debts are forgiven to make whole the social order.  All too often people are enslaved by debts, some of their causing and some due to illness, home mortgages, or educational loans.  Debtor's prisons seem so remote in the advance of justice, but today some are "enslaved" by their own debts.  Heavily indebted people are prime candidates for release.  Communally, larger debts cry for forgiveness and their own jubilee periods, so there can be a new start in life.


Forgiveness extends to the incarcerated who need to be allowed back into full society and given voting privileges once released.  Our society is one where what appears on the Internet in any form of thoughtlessness or meanness could be brought back up, haunts us, and is never erased.  Think before you punch the keys.  In our technically sophisticated world, forgiveness is hard to actualize. 


Liberation breaks down personal barriers that we construct and discover.  It is not always an automatic matter of saying and then being forgiven; quite often it takes time and effort to be merciful and to refrain from any form of violent action.  Like others, the temptation for activists is to thrash out in response to past misdeeds and attitudes.  As forgiving activists, we have to take the first step to initiate the hard task of mending and reestablishing personal relationships.

     Forgiveness brings oneness -- male and female, gentile and Jew, slave and free.  Bridging gulfs between haves or have-nots is a daunting task as inequality grows in our globalizing world (top 1% by Oxfam accounts own nearly 50% of world wealth).  Democratic civic duties call for us to seek fairer taxes, close tax loopholes, abolish tax havens and call for maximum income limits.


Questions: Does our activism pattern that of Jesus?  Did not our American forbearers extend voting rights from white propertied males, to propertyless, Blacks, Native Americans, women, and to eighteen year olds?  Must we do more?

20. Martha and Mary: Taking the Better Part

Martha, Martha, he said, you worry and fret about so many things, and yet few are needed, indeed only one.  It is Mary who has chosen the better part; it is not to be taken from her.                     (Luke 10:41-2)
Jesus is a person for others, who sees the need to defend the overlooked and forsaken.  This story can be regarded as a point of gender equality, for Jesus regards Mary's listening as of greater import than the traditional role of waiting on guests.  Martha shows irritation with Mary for not assisting with the food portion of hospitality.  Martha's concerns seem highly justified, for to prepare a meal for the Lord in a world devoid of microwaves and refrigeration would be a real challenge.  The oven for baking must be tended carefully, meat cooked and prepared in special ways, olives, figs, and dates selected, places set for dining, and a special wine served.  Yes, it requires many small tasks to make a perfect meal for so honored a guest.  One can sympathize with Martha's request, but Jesus honors both, even though in that culture Mary's is a traditional male role.


However, Jesus challenges Martha.  Mary is not to be deprived of listening to the Word of God, a special type of activism and hospitality worthy of respect.  She is a follower willing to listen attentively, and this is worth preserving.  To listen to and reflect on God's word is a better part of human life, though not the only one.  Jesus does not tell Martha to relinquish her serving role and do what Mary does, only to allow her to include attention specifically to the guest as a higher calling, even when other essential services are expected as part of total hospitality.  And for an added point he tells Martha not to fret.  A simultaneous set of services is a balanced approach to integral community activism. Both the service of preparation and that of listening are key.


It is not right to struggle with singular activistic choices in this episode.  Mary takes the part in communication with the Lord, but Martha has an important role provided she does not break the continuity of a unity in communication through her fretting and negative attitude.  Prayer and work go together and some souls must at a given time do one and at another time do another; other people have different ways of contributing to total success.  Some work and pray together -- and that includes writing books.


A delicate balance is called for in accomplishing a perfect social order.  It is Martha who extends hospitality; elsewhere in Scripture she shows herself to be the more forward of the two sisters.  Her hospitality demands planning and attention.  However, Mary does a vital hospitable act -- listening intensely. In a perfect world, Martha ought not to fret but do her duty with joy and allow Mary to do hers.  Jesus is able to relax and recoup energy.  Martha is called at a later time (John's Gospel, Ch. 14) to listen to God's word. 

The Humble Server
Some people receive credit due for heroic work -- and some do not.  Among the highly overlooked was hard-working and highly intelligent and dedicated researcher Mary Byrd Davis.  One can certainly find examples of her years of environmental work by a diligent search of the Internet, but she is not popularly known.  Her anti-nuclear and old-growth forest researches were highly recognized by the working elites of these issues and yet not by the popular media. In fact, by writing some of the only critical reviews of the nuclear power system in France, Mary was better known in that nation than here in America where she resided.  All her work was documented and a few "experts" stole her results without acknowledging the source.  Yet she was silent due to loyalty to the public interest issue.  That was her way.

Reflection: Activism through Silent Service

 "Marthahood" typifies a phase in our service to and for others.  Activists can be perfectionists in delivering a finished product as was Martha at Jesus' visit -- and most of us would do the same, for we are preparing the world for the Second Coming of Christ.  Through a sense of thoroughness some work hard to reach a desired result; others are contemplatives and spend quality time praying; still a third group both work and pray; they are active and contemplative.  We reduce anxiety by being tolerant of all approaches, including those of longer-term preparation for future success.  The more we affirm all forms of practice that leads to the ultimate end, the better the communal collaboration.


We do not abandon what we are doing in order to take a more illustrious and popular role.  We simply accept our calling to do a service that is less highly regarded by popular opinion.  Hospitality to guests takes coordinated activities and often the non-food related activities are key to total success.  Marthahood involves growth in understanding of our various callings -- even when others do not judge this noteworthy.  Willing collaboration will make a return to the commons.  Consistency is seeing the need for a lesser role, a continual challenge, especially when our activism is misunderstood or imperfect.  "Anything worth doing is worthy doing badly" (G.K. Chesterton).


 Attending details can be important, but too much anxiety is distracting.  A criticism of French Marshall Bizarre who was the defeated commander-in-chief in the Franco-Prussian War, is that he neglected major operations for minutia, including well-prepared meals when battle planning was called for.  We may be occupied with details and miss the big picture.  Both Marys and Marthas are needed in our world: willingness to see the larger picture and to act promptly when need be.  


Questions: Should Martha have rejoiced in allowing Mary to be closer to Jesus?  Does she see that taking a secondary role is still very important for success?  Do we as Christians value our individual roles in a grand collaborative process?  Do we welcome the presence of Mary-type contemplatives and Martha-type activists working in tandem as collaborators in performing mighty deeds? 

21. Zacchaeus and Jesus: Approaching the Wealthy

He entered Jericho and was going through the town when a man whose name was Zacchaeus made his appearance; he was one of the senior tax collectors and a wealthy man.  He was anxious to see what kind of man Jesus was, but he was too short and could not see him for the crowd; so he ran ahead and climbed a sycamore tree to catch a glimpse of Jesus who was to pass by that way.  When Jesus reached the spot he looked up and spoke to him: 'Zacchaeus, come down.  Hurry because I must stay at your house today.' And he hurried down and welcomed him joyfully.  They all complained when they saw this happening.  'He has gone to stay at a sinner's house,' they said.  But Zacchaeus stood his ground and said to the Lord, 'Look, sir, I am gong to give half my property to the poor, and if I have cheated anyone, I will pay him back four times the amount.' And Jesus said to him, 'Today salvation has come to this house, because this man too is a son of Abraham; for the Son of Man has come to seek out and save what was lost. (Luke 19:1-10)


Jesus shows compassion on everyone, even those in a social society who are regarded as sinners and ostracized from the community.  Yes, Z is a tax collector for the hated Roman Empire and handles that dirty money in some way -- and perhaps receives a better than average income in the process.  Besides being ostracized, Z is physically too short to see above the crowd that presses to see the wonderworker Jesus.  Z's creative activism is evident, for he pursues a way to observe above the dense crowd.  Yes, he elects to be countercultural and goes beyond what a respectable official would condescend to do: he climbs a sycamore tree to see this Jesus of Nazareth as he passes through Jericho.  


Jesus has a special regard for the little man and so invites himself to Z's house.  With joy, Z hastens down and welcomes Jesus.  Obviously, those who regard this man as untouchable are horrified that Jesus would select him of all people for special attention.  Z does what we hope all rich will do with their wealth; he does not wait for death's door to recognize his inherent ultimate poverty; he gives half of what he has to the poor and with what remains he is willing to give four times the amount to anyone cheated (a reserve needed for probable restitution). 


Jesus shows that no social rank excludes salvation; this fits his character, for Matthew, a tax collector, is one of the twelve chosen as an apostle by Jesus.  Z is a Son of Abraham and thus one of the broader Jewish community, and the popular consensus of the culture to exclude him is not something Jesus accepts.  The presence of Jesus triggers this despised person to distribute a major portion of his wealth; Z becomes the model of all who give up possessions to follow Christ.  Note that this story could be paralleled by the rich young man in the Gospel who had done everything well as commanded by the Law; when asking Jesus what more, he is told "if you want to be perfect give up all and come and follow me" (Christ); he departs very sad and shows that some make different choices than that of Zacchaeus, a person of joy.

Advocates for Change
Some people in forthright ways become agents of change without full recognition of achievements.  Rene Dubos really is the father of globalized environmentalism.  A biology professor and noted writer (The God Within), he was a kindly advisor to our fledgling public interest center and with Barbara Ward a leader in organizing the first U.N. Conference at Stockholm in 1972.  He proposed "thinking globally and acting locally."  He was also an advocate of respectful green development that protected and enhanced a locale with the humanizing element being part of nature, not apart from it.  Earth and people can be friends.
Reflection: Challenging the Wealthy by Embracing Poverty

Then Jesus insisted, 'My children,' he said to them 'how hard it is to enter the kingdom of God!  It is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.'  

(Mark 10:24; also Matt. 19:13-15 & Luke 18:24-27)


The wealthy are a problem.  We cannot overlook them nor dismiss them as sinners.  Rather, we do our utmost to make them one of us through liberating them from their binding wealth.  We will not settle for acknowledging them as a permanent class.  Revolution calls for a change that civic-minded people must initiate, not allowing the wealthy the power to choose in their own good time.  


Wealth inequality is a dangerous weapon of mass destruction, one far too dangerous for the privileged to handle alone.  If the wealthy are encouraged to dole out some of their largesse so that they can influence its use and control, something is awry.  Wealth then is the weapon of power.  The people must take what is theirs (as commons).  The temptation is to ask the insecure superrich to help with good causes and consider that sufficient, for we are then taking advantage of super wealth and deflating the need for immediate change and the power of moral responsibility.  Accepting such "donations" implies that only the wealthy can initiate change -- and they are least able to be agents of change as a generally unhappy lot.  Certainly the wealthy may give freely but if not, then democratic people must remove it from them non-violently.  


Change is in the air and the purpose is not to be vindictive but collaborative.  Those indoctrinated in materialistic selfishness can hardly change overnight.  Freely giving like Zacchaeus does is the better approach, but forceful backup procedures are needed due to social upheavals through toxic inequality.  To preserve democracy we must force the issue, to tax wealth so that the funds can be used for better causes through the actual choices of a collaborating commons.  The story of Zacchaeus opens us to change the structures of our society so that wealth is redistributed ASAP; this becomes an act of Christlike love.


Questions: Do the wealthy as wealthy risk salvation?  Should we overlook or confront wealth held by individuals (1% who own almost 50% of global wealth)?  Does Good News impoverish them?   
22. Cleansing in Temple: Confronting the Economic System
    My house will be called a house of prayer for all the peoples.    (Isaiah 56:7)
Jesus is drawn into the immense Temple, the largest religious structure in the world at that time with the pinnacle reaching what could be sixteen stories.  This sacred place, the focus of Jesus' youthful activity, now is reentered.  The spotlight turns to the vast arena comprising the "Court of the Gentiles."  Here in the heart of Jewish religious life Jesus chooses to punctuate words with deeds.  Jesus makes a public stance that all obviously see.  Why privatize a most sacred public place?  Anger swells.


Jesus the Activist and prophet storms in alone, for his disciples are back in the shadows.  He speaks with authority because of his closeness to the Father and the power of the Spirit within; he points out social wrongs inflicted by the establishment on the poor; he shows no apology, no hesitancy, and no excuse.  He speaks and acts with controlled emotion, not mincing words.  He backs words with house-cleansing deeds, because merchants have "turned my father's house into a den of thieves."  


Jesus' actions are a major turning point in his ministry, for his opponents begin to plot to kill him and terminate his ministry.  This prophetic stance comes at great risk and yet he is moved to act, a supreme effort by an activist seeking to bring about change.  We note further that Jesus acts through the Spirit, for he is in complete union with the Father -- the action of a Triune God.  Jesus shows justified anger; his word and action are in perfect coordination, a unity with Father and Spirit. 


Christ's moment of departure from the established order has arrived and this means a time of partial disorder in order to make way for something new.  The placement of the cleansing in the Temple in all four Gospels is significant.  In the Synoptics (Matthew, Mark and Luke) this occurs in that final week before the betrayal, suffering, and death of Jesus.  It is a definitive event in his activism and perhaps the most pronounced of all of them -- and even an embarrassment for later Christians.  From this moment on the plotting to kill him becomes earnest.  Strangely at first glance, the placement in John's Gospel is very early (Chapter Two), but we recall that from that moment on the story for John is one of struggle to show the journey of faith in ever deeper degrees.   


Yes, Jesus has a holy anger.  A modern status quo privileged person has little sympathy for Jesus' cause and puzzlement at his anger.  Jesus sees this place meant for all the people to be occupied by relentless commerce.  A prophetic sense of justice overwhelms him. Moneychangers have usurped the place for the common people and have profited by enclosure of this most sacred commons.  Christ's message of liberation reaches a crescendo; unless confrontation is public, the space will continue to be privatized -- and the public's downtrodden will continue to suffer.   

The Raiders

Numerous souls down through the ages have challenged systems, but few to the degree that Ralph Nader and his associates confronted the ascendant commercial interests by taking on General Motors in the 1960s and a host of issues for the next few decades.  This brought on other public interest challengers over time and a new generation of consumer and environmental advocates.  A prophetic stance declares that profits at the expense of safety and fairness must not be tolerated in the public domain.  This confrontation continues now in movement from portions of the System so hell-bent on profits over safety and health.  

Reflection: Confronting the Established Order

Jesus wants us to imitate him; thus his type of activism extends to us today in space and time.  People are excluded from the commons in so many ways.  Of the numerous episodes related to Jesus' activism, none other than crucifixion would be so difficult for many as taking a whip and driving out Wall Street stock exchange executives or others in the current materialistic competitive culture.  Certainly the choice would have to be well considered, because few circumstances equal the nature of the "public" Temple court area that had been turned into a den of moneychanger activities.


On a less dramatic level perhaps we will hesitate to call ourselves activists at voting booths, town meetings, conferences, marches, and opportunities of civil disobedience.  Too often we are hesitant to follow Jesus in a public arena, thinking our duty is fulfilled by offering up injustice in silence.  We allow the billionaires to exist in a world of the destitute and do nothing about it.  We fail to distinguish and publicize economic classes that truly exist; we neglect to talk about redistribution of wealth, and about the need for returning the commons to all.


  Through Baptism believers are called to be activists.  We too must confront in public the social wrongs all about us and do so through exchange of ideas, public displays and marches, letters to legislators, and postal and email communications.  To remain silent when the harm is only done to me is to suffer with the arrested and condemned Jesus; to remain silent when the harm is done to my neighbor is intolerable in a democratic society where it is our civic duty to defend our collective freedom and speak up for the mistreated.  A status quo of super haves and destitute have-nots is an abomination.  It may be acting alone and unassisted when others run from the scene.  We must speak hopefully, not cynically, back words with actions, and act after prayerful reflection.   


Questions:  Do authentic prophets suffer consequences today?  Are the following worthy of activistic change: human-induced climate change, wealth inequality, threats to Internet neutrality, unfair labor practices, failure in immigration reform, and lack of proper global and local health care?  Do we have grounds for justified holy anger?  To be like Jesus must we purify our motives? 
23. Pharisees and Herod: Paying the Price

Just at this time some Pharisees came up. 'Go away' they said. 'Leave this place, because Herod means to kill you.'  He replied, 'You may go and give that fox this message: Learn that today and tomorrow I cast out devils and on the third day attain my end.'                                         (Luke 13:31-32)

Jesus brings down additional wrath from the religious/ political establishment.  This is precipitated in part by his association with John the Baptist and his manner of acting with an authority that defied the established order.  Antagonism builds in a volatile situation with a corrupt leadership bent on bringing Jesus' ministry to an abrupt end.  His very life is threatened a number of times during that short three-year ministry as attested by all the Gospels, but especially in St. John's; tension grows especially in John's narrative but also in the other three. 


Jesus' activism is inherently countercultural and those in political power realize this quite quickly.  In fact, the opposition in Jerusalem from the Pharisees and other religious leaders builds to an intensity of hatred and leads to their plotting to kill him.  Jesus lives with this growing threat and has to come to terms with the measured responses he makes when hostile opponents strive to trip him up.    


Jesus ministry follows the period when his cousin John the Baptist's public work draws through imprisonment by an autocratic king (see #13) -- and eventually loses his head due to his forthright confrontation.  The courage of John the Baptist in the face of civil opposition affects Jesus in all his humanity -- and it flavors his own approach to witnessing.  The situation is a fluid one in which persecution is always just around the corner, and this makes our own imitation all the more challenging.  Yes, Jesus celebrates while John fasts; Jesus' fame grows, John even loses his own disciples to Jesus and yet apparently does not begrudge this erosion of influence.  John's gestation and birth (his leaping in the womb with joy at Mary's visitation with Jesus in the womb); John's deference to Jesus at his Baptism, and his recognition of Jesus as a rising star with his own decline; John's utter forthrightness costs him his life.


The fall of John and rise of Jesus is a fact of that time period.  Risk and the way to handle the political leadership is a delicate question.  While John is never considered by followers as a potential major leader, Jesus is -- and has to slip away from some who want to solidify that notion of military messianic king.  Never does Jesus succumb to that temptation, but the elements of it were there in his wilderness temptations.  His complete union with the Father bears him through, even while the crowds do not allow him the time to grieve John's beheading.  Jesus tells those who attempt to slow him down with rumors of Herod's deadly intentions to tell that "fox" it is not yet time.  Certainly Herod is intrigued by Jesus and makes a friend with Pilate at the time of the crucifixion -- but Jesus constantly remains non-violent. 

The Protestors

During the 1960s the Berrigan brothers and colleagues were prominent in pouring blood on and hammering military weapons, to the great annoyance of the establishment.  In fact, for a period of time their team at Catonsville, Maryland had to pay the price of such civil disobedience by time behind bars.  The notoriety ultimately had good results in increasing the opposition to the Vietnam War.  No one could deny that the effort had an effect depending on which side one was on.

Reflection: Confronting Leaders non-violently

I will make you the light of the nations so that my salvation will reach to the ends of the Earth.






  (Isaiah 49:6b) 

I am called to be another Christ, but this takes deep discernment.  Individual actions depend on time, place, community, and my own unique situation and talents.  Problem areas arise.   


Justice must be the focus of our political decision making.  Granted, in a democratic society each is privileged and obliged to vote, perform jury duty, and petition for fairer laws from legislators.  As responsible citizens we are to be vocal and not reduced to silence as are subjects in an autocratic system.  If subterfuges reduce citizen expression, such as barriers to voting or other forms of discrimination, we are to speak out for our brothers and sisters so they too can exercise their rights as citizens.  When some do not have the essentials of life and others waste resources through some semblance of power, then we must speak up publicly so that our commons are preserved. 


Defense of freedom is a high priority of our political activism.  In a democratic society, equality becomes a goal for the continued health of the commons.  When inequality reigns supreme we need to imitate Christ in a special way through being forthright and expressing public displeasure with today's System.  We must speak forthrightly when such a System places unjust demands on the religious conscience of individuals in that society.  We must always stand on the side of freedom and the needs of the poor. 


Confronting wrongdoing is a more difficult task for an activist: income and wealth inequality, presence of automatic weaponry in a community, widespread incarceration especially of minorities, air and water pollution, continuation of a fossil fuel economy when climate is being dramatically affected, and the continued plague of abortion.  All misdeeds deserve public attention and each must do our part to stand up for the public interest, exposing injustice and creating issues for consideration. If such public exposure is beyond our energy or temperament, at least we must support those who are so inclined.

      Questions: Is it proper to ask what would Jesus do if in my shoes?  Since Jesus did not withdraw from problem areas, ought we?  Must we confront climate change deniers in a special way?

24. Samaritan Woman at Well: Daring to Converse

When a Samaritan woman came to draw water, Jesus said to her, 'Give me a drink.'







  (John 4:7)


Jesus' chance meeting with the nameless Samaritan woman is an encounter with a "drawer" of water.  Jesus' request breaks the routine of her life, which is forever changed.  Of all the conversations in Scripture, this is perhaps the most extraordinary.  Jesus is willing to confront individuals and cultures; he and the disciples do not avoid the road detour so often taken by Galileans to skirt the hostile Samaritan territory; instead, they travel straight through Samaria; he asks water of a local resident and a woman at that.  He tells her all about herself by a direct provocation, "Go and call your husband."  Many would like to soften the exchange because our culture does not allow such intrusion.  However, Jesus is gentle, earnest, and loving; he reminds the woman that she is right in saying she has no husband, for she has had five, but the one she is with is not her husband.  The woman's honest acknowledgment and receptivity is astounding.  


Jesus responds that if she knew him, she would have asked for living water that he could give.  Jesus is also frank about personal religious differences.  God is spirit and those who worship must worship in spirit and truth (John 4:24).  Jesus is forthright and seeks to communicate -- a thirst for souls.  This goes beyond a physical desire for water to a spiritual desire to bring souls to God.  Jesus is living water; he is the source of all graces through which we act and so is the wellspring of our lives.  We learn that the waters of Baptism are meant to be a manifestation of freshness and the way to come to the divine life.  Give me some of that water so that I will never get thirsty is the request of the woman at the well (John 4:15).


The continuation of the story within a story involves the disciples who return speechless that Jesus is conversing with a Samaritan woman, and they express this openly.  They urge Jesus to eat, but he confronts them because the work of spreading the word is present; his zeal causes him to lose appetite before a vision of the field ripe for harvest. 


The broader community is also confronted.  The woman at the well becomes the first missionary taking the Good News to others in her village in such a convincing fashion that they come to see Jesus.  She raises an issue that confronts future missionaries and their unworthiness to present the message fully.  Regardless of her low status in their midst, villagers come to see for themselves; they are drawn to her new-found enthusiasm on seeing the long-awaited Messiah.  The Good News is spoken, heard, and repeated by taking the word to others.  Furthermore, Jesus accepts the villagers’ invitation to stay for a length of time with them.

The Home Missionary

Becky Simpson was a missionary sower of good deeds while never leaving Harlan County, Kentucky.  She certainly did NOT have a history like the Samaritan woman, but rather was a deeply faith-filled family person with a flock of relatives all about.  She is remembered as being a person who took the lead in identifying and demanding restitution for flooding damage in her watershed (coal surface mining) and recruiting supporters to help address environmental problems through her Cranks Creek Survival Center.  She did this with the only resources being her husband's welfare check.  In expanding activism from environment to local welfare in the community, for three decades Becky was instrumental in bringing in thousands of volunteers to help people improve their homes and surroundings.  Her faith and efforts transformed conditions in her County and neighboring Virginia areas.  Thank God for Becky.

Reflection: Confronting Problems with Resources at Hand

One sows, another reaps; I sent you to reap a harvest you had not worked for.  Others worked for it; and you have come into the rewards of their troubles.








 (John 4:37-38)


Our culture says that "private" matters are not conversation pieces, especially in the public market place or at village social centers and watering spots.  Many of us are caught up in our daily routines of constant busyness, talking on cell phones while ignoring the person next to us.  A chance meeting becomes a God-given episode and we enter gently.  In this Samaritan Woman episode Jesus comes as a beggar; he is thirsty physically for water and spiritually for communion.  We hesitate to avoid being intrusive, but opportunities come, if we are sensitive enough to perceive them.  We need not intrude, but engage in frank conversation at opportune times.  Spreading Good News is evangelistic.

During a retreat I conducted, this Scriptural passage precipitated a frank response from a person with her own problems.  We need to step lightly when we are confrontational about spiritual troubles among relatives and friends.  Private feelings can be delicate matters.  Jesus goes straight through Samaria and straight to confronting the woman at the well.  Many find this uncomfortable and not an American manner of acting.  But silent prayer is not enough; sometimes people need frank conversation.  Perhaps honoring their own trials through silence is sometimes better, but not always.  Here we allow the prompting of the Spirit.  Silence maybe, or perhaps telling the other in a gentle forthright way how we actually feel.  The Spirit directs us to encourage those who are depressed, marginalized and burdened with guilt.  In revealing true feelings they may respond, "I don't want to hurt you, Grandma."  But they do hurt though actions we do not agree with.


Questions: Are people throughout the ages willing to listen and hear Jesus calling out in thirst -- and respond personally?  Does public confrontation come easier to some than others?  Must response only be by word or also by gesture and facial expression?

25. Man Blind from Birth: Challenging the Faithful

He replied I told you once but you wouldn't listen.  Why do you want to hear it all over again?  Do you want to become his disciples too?     (John 9:27)


Jesus' activism shows itself by influencing good ordinary folks when called to give public witness.  With the "man born blind" (name unrecorded) Jesus shows activism through healing and also by eliciting faith opportunities when God's grace is at work.  Giving physical sight becomes the occasion to grow in spiritual insight as well.  In the account in Chapter 9 in St. John's Gospel we find ordinary characters who comprise the world -- the faithless, mediocre, and the courageously faithful.  

The Pharisees are the faithless who cannot believe that this person who is now able to see was really blind in the first place.  They are blinded to compassion and see this man as untouchable. Contrary to their view, the condition of blindness, as Jesus says, is not due to an individual or his parents. The person is set apart so that God's works may be shown through him.  Despite his physical blindness this unnamed soul receives God's gratuity of sight, which then triggers a heroic response; however, that is outside of the world of the Pharisees, the status quo of that age.  These blame the blind man or his parents for his blindness -- a heartless approach to this unfortunate condition.  In Jesus' account we can all learn to show gratitude for physical sight and double gratitude for spiritual sight.


The parents stand out as human beings under stress.  "Ask him for he is of age and can answer for himself" becomes a shift of the burden of witnessing to the victim; it's a failure to stand up courageously against the system when needing to defend your own.  The bare minimalists are those who give a partial answer, but shake off further responsibility.  Pressure is immense and we could in charity pass over the frightened parents and move on to the actions of the blind man himself.  But don't forget that these parents are the great majority who are too afraid to challenge a ruthless System, therefore continuing the unjust status quo.  


The man born blind becomes lions' bait; courageously he affirms Christ and thus is thrown out of the synagogue; this means expulsion from an approved religious pale in the powerful Roman Empire, for Jewish practices (at this time) are tolerated.  He, as a new found Christ follower, becomes outlaw and if faithful to God is condemned to death.  What integrity!  Perhaps he helps Jesus grow in age and wisdom by seeing what fidelity really means when a simple soul is ostracized and thrust out of the synagogue.  The blind man enlightens by risking his life to follow Jesus and speak up forthrightly to the challenging Pharisees.  He even taunts them, asking if they too want to become Jesus' disciples. 

Solitary Witness

Tony Mazzocchi worked in DC as a legislative director and then vice-president of the Oil, Chemical and Atomic Workers Union (later part of the United Steelworkers).  He had a deep and almost single- handed commitment to the safety, health and welfare of America's workers.  Tony was one of the first to note the health and safety effects of chemical processing on workers. Tony recognized that scientists and rank-and-file workers shared the same goal of reducing workplace chemicals, and that both groups could learn from each other.  He also enlisted workers to teach medical and other students working conditions and encouraged the sharing of research results to the workers themselves -- a true agent of change.  But some chemical corporations saw Tony as a thorn in their side.
Reflection: Witnessing throughout History

In troubled times solitary witnesses for truth stand out and give us joy for their fidelity; these rare souls lead the way.  They refuse to give deference to the System people, but will speak with courage as well as faith showing that both virtues are closely bound.  Throughout history notable witnesses have arisen at the proper time.  Consider the Deacon Stephen in the early Church and the frankness in which he responds to the attacks placed on him so soon after the Pentecost event -- truly a solitary witness.
 

    And there is Joan of Arc, the "Maid of Orleans," a simple Lorraine cow-herding teenager who is called by St. Michael and St. Margaret to lead the French army while it is in disarray.  Though she does not bear arms, she is the banner bearer and goes in front to encourage soldiers until she is captured and tried, defending her own faith (showing inspiration by the Holy Spirit), and then is condemned and burned at the stake.  As flames leaped up around her she cries, "Jesu, Jesu," and English rank-and-file guards are haunted by her words all their lives.  Another example is Thomas More who opposes his king and friend Henry VIII and, though imprisoned and under tremendous stress, still defends his belief that the king is not over the Church.  Thomas is martyred.


A recent example is Austrian Franz Jägerstätter who during the Second World War shows that he will not fight for the Nazis under any circumstances, and for that he is executed by Hitler's regime.  His burial is an obscure grave in his home town, for people are ashamed of his lack of patriotism.  He is virtually forgotten until Gordon Zahn, a conscientious objector in that period, hears about an Austrian who was similar and writes In Solitary Witness.  Through time Franz's cause is moving to sainthood after post mortem honors by the Austrian government.  In this century numerous examples arise.  The Sudanese pregnant mother who refuses to be converted to Islam and is sentenced to death (later commuted) is a popular example of firmness in Christian faith.  


Questions: Can I muster the courage to be a solitary witness?

How often in our times does this situation arise?  Do I help others who are called to witness to their faith?

26. Raising Lazarus: Preparing for the Final Drama

I am the resurrection. If anyone believes in me, even though he dies he will live, and whoever lives and believes in me will never die.        (John 11:26)

For one brief moment we have a Scriptural passage in St. John's Gospel where we think Jesus is not an activist; he delays upon hearing that his close friend Lazarus is dying.  His disciples find the delay inconceivable, for it is out of character for Jesus not to come to friends Mary, Martha, and Lazarus at this hour of great need.  But Jesus reassures his disciples that in the end the glory of God will be revealed.  


So after Lazarus' death, Jesus and the disciples finally arrive.  Martha goes out and says if Jesus had been there her brother would not have died.  Jesus replies that Lazarus will rise again, and Martha acknowledges that this would occur on the last day.  Jesus means a resurrection now and says he is the "resurrection," the conqueror of death itself.  Martha acknowledges that he is the Son of God.  Before this most resplendent of miracles an emotional scene occurs.  Mary's arrival comes with the same comment that if Jesus had come her brother would not have died.  Then Scripture's shortest verse appears.  "Jesus wept."

However, in this event Jesus shows he is the master of death and life.  He who has the command of the waves and storms also has command of all of life itself.  Authority is far deeper than being living water (Woman at the Well) or light of the world (Blind Man); water and light give way to life itself.  This third faith episode involves a miracle of raising Lazarus and a point of crisis in John's Gospel, growing opposition to cut short Jesus' ministry.  From here Jesus proceeds to a formal entry into Jerusalem.


Hosanna! Blessings on the King of Israel (John 12:13; also see Matthew 21:1-11; Mark 11:1-11; and Luke 19:28-40).  The activism of Jesus is now manifested in full, for what had begun in distant Galilee now reaches the seat of power, Jerusalem itself.  Some are confirmed believers who come near and some are permanently in growing opposition; others will shout "hosanna" upon Jesus' entry into Jerusalem riding an ass.  This crowd includes the swing populace, the fickle middle who show on occasions they really want a messianic king who will overthrow the hated Roman oppressors.  For them, Jesus is a wonder worker and a fitting person; this crowd waves palm branches anticipating a messianic type of leader.


Jesus, the activist, does public wonders that move people, but his every action is directed to their increase of faith.  The solemn entry into Jerusalem has a curious crowd who has heard of the raising of Lazarus from the dead.  This is a curious and not a necessarily committed gathering.  Jesus knows their fickleness and lack of deep faith; they are not the type who will commit themselves to his demands for faith and fidelity.  Palm Sunday is a matter of misplaced adulation, and Holy Week shows it.
The Enhancers

Sister Carol and fellow Franciscan Sister Syra came to Kentucky upon retirement; they started "Peace Place," a farm for small abandoned children (up to six years).  An added insight was pet therapy involving all types (ducks, goats, sheep, pigs, rabbits, and even llama and a zebra) would give a sense of family and companionship to the kids.  The alpha llama would perch on a tree stump and guard the flock.  The Place attracted a steady flow of volunteers and gifts, a way to peace, a truth in caring, and a new life for 200 children over sixteen years.  After turning the Place over to younger folks and returning to Wisconsin, Sister Carol came and visited the Louisville zoo that had accepted their zebra.  She started singing "Peace is flowing like a River" and the Zebra perked up his ears and came running over.  Visiting kids were amazed that a wild animal would respond, and Sister Carol got a chuckle -- and maybe also Sister Syra from up above.            



Reflection: Our Difficult Journey in Faith       
I am the way, the truth and the life.  (John 14:6)

Christ the way -- direct route to salvation;

           moral virtues to be lived -- The Way;

           road map that we imitate on our Journey of faith;  
           gate of heaven and access to God the Father;

           path by which the Father is known to the world;

           trail of suffering that follows way of the cross;

           venture to save others;    

           passage into the New Covenant;

           journey that we take together;

           focus point of our earthly travels;

           opening to future glory in heaven.

Christ, the truth -- teacher par excellence;

           message found in a person;

           compass of our intellectual pursuits;

           quest of our constant questioning;

           faithful witness to the Father;

           eternal Word made flesh;

           Good News proclaimed to all creation;

           personification "in spirit and truth" (John 4:23);

           kairos or the acceptable time of opportunity;

           pleasure of the Father.

Christ the life -- knowing the Father present in the Son;

           offering to others as Body of Christ;     

           celebrating on major occasions;


 suffering with those who are persecuted;

           witnessing to the Good News enthusiastically;

           dying so others may have life;

           forgiving and healing;


 sending the Paraclete;

           being eternal Love.


Questions: Are we willing to imitate Jesus and become a way to him?  A witness to the truth he gives?  To live a life of Christ-centeredness?  

27. Last Supper: Perpetual Memorial

If I, then, the Lord and Master, have washed your feet, you should wash each others' feet.  I have given you an example so that you may copy what I have done to you.






  (John 13: 14-15)  


The Last Supper is of special importance for Jesus and the future extended ministry of his disciples.  This is essentially a celebration of the Jewish Passover with a new covenant flavor.  The Jewish feast involves the passing over of the first-born of Israel and the passing over to freedom of the people when they went from slavery to freedom from Egypt.  Blood, symbol of life, is also the sign of passing over and giving life when placed on the door posts of the selected ones who would be unharmed.  At this meal, a place setting for the feast remains unoccupied, for the special guest who is to return.  The retelling of the story through questioning the youngest indicates through domestic ritual that tradition is a family affair.  This last Passover celebration with his disciples is a special one for Jesus, for his Last Supper is a repeat of the Passover memorial, a ritual meal, washing of feet to show the need for service, ordaining the participants to carry on this Eucharistic tradition, and the final priestly prayer. 


The Eucharistic Meal goes beyond the Jewish Seder and includes memorial readings and the consecration of bread and wine into the Body and Blood of the Lord.  This modification of service is to be repeated faithfully until the Lord returns.  The memorial aspect brings all who participate into the suffering, death, and resurrection of Christ himself.  The liturgical meal includes unleavened bread, a cup containing the fruit of the vine, selected hymns, and the prayers of communion taken together.  


The grand activist lesson of service for others includes the symbolic washing of feet by Jesus.  Peter objects but Jesus insists; otherwise Peter is to have no part in the continued service to fellow human beings.  Christ ordains the disciples present to initiate the carrying on of this tradition throughout the ages.  The apostolic succession that continues to our day begins at the Last Supper; the empowerment to carry on this as a perpetual institution showing a lasting covenant and promise.   


Love must permeate this service, for here Jesus gives a New Commandment, to love as he loves us.  This expands the frontiers of service way beyond mere charity for its own sake; here the suffering done in the redeeming act by Jesus is to be perpetuated both as an act that extends in space and time, and to be specified in efforts all Christians perform to show simultaneous love of God and fellow human beings.  The ultimate goal is a unity of all people into a oneness akin to what is present in the Godhead.  In one way, our own growth in this love will be tested by the continual celebration of the presence and absence of the Lord as we await his physical return in glory.  Thus, this celebration is truly bitter sweet.

The Bridge Builder

Some meals are meaningful such as the one that determined the location of our nation's capital during a small meal sponsored by Thomas Jefferson.  Others with good intentions have only moderate or no lasting success.  Four decades ago Ester Peterson, President Johnson's consumer affairs director, invited me and others to sit down and discuss divisive issues.  She said in all her motherliness, "Al, I will cook a good spaghetti supper and invite in nuclear power folks and you can talk over differences."  My response was that suppers are great but differences here are far too wide to be settled by a single gathering.  Meals bring folks together but nuclear power applications are not matters of mere compromise.  I never regretted refusing this kind invitation.               

Reflection: Serving Others with the Lord

Now that you know this, happiness will be yours if you behave accordingly. 










 (John 13:17)


The extending of the Last Supper is what we are called to do as a fitting memorial to the redeeming action of Jesus.  Holy Thursday becomes an event of intimate inclusiveness and momentary exclusiveness, of preparing those present for work that is to be done later for all, and yet is a gathering of a few who believe most deeply in solidifying an anticipated program.  


Liturgy has meaning.  The work of the people is worth celebrating frequently; while exclusive, this meal is really to bring about the inclusivity of all people of good will.  However, this temporary exclusiveness is often misunderstood -- and some in the Christian community confuse the near results of the meal with the inclusivity of the ultimate goal.  The vocational call is an exclusive preparing of agents of change for an all inclusive work of ultimate unity. It is not removal from but service to community. 


The consecration at the Last Supper is certainly an empowerment of those who are agents of change and servants of all.  Certainly the power to repeat the memorial sacrifice is real for the believer and, if not coupled by ultimate service, can be corrupting as all uncontrolled power.  As Gayle Erwin in The Jesus Style (p. 133) points out, the only way to use power without corruption is in servanthood -- and that greater power means deeper commitment to serving others. 


Washing of feet has a symbolic meaning beyond cultural traditions of one period.  The Last Supper involves empowerment, but in Biblical times washing feet was the task of a humble servant before festivities.  Peter initially objects to Jesus washing his feet, for he thought the Lord has no business doing a humble servant's task.  Jesus insists, for our service must be humble.  


Questions: Is it right to include believing participants and exclude all non-believers from the service itself?  Is washing feet an integral part of the service?  Are there cultural alternatives?

28. Arrest: Jesus as Passive before Worldly Powers

Then Jesus spoke. 'Am I a brigand' he said 'that you had to set out to capture me with swords and clubs?' 




 (Mark 14:48)

Jesus the Activist defends those who are harmed, heals the sick, and teaches the ignorant.  Jesus resists those who harm others and that includes those precipitating his own shortened ministry.  When it comes to being a direct assault he goes like a lamb to the slaughter; he does not resist attacks on his own person.


Recall Jesus willingly goes up to Jerusalem.  Peter and others see dangers ahead and remonstrate with him.  He regards this as a temptation and resists Pewter's caution.  Instead, as the Gospels say, he resolutely took the road to Jerusalem (Luke 9:30) and his eyes were set on the Temple, a magnet of his ministry from youth. 


Recall Jesus does not resist the assault of betrayal.  He allows Judas to go out into the night knowing what this would bring; when betrayed, he tells Peter to put his sword away and accept the arrest passively.  Jesus intends to actively accept this final crisis in life in a non-violent and a passive manner. 


Jesus is quiet at accusation.  When this involves the falsehood that others present, Jesus astonishes Pilate by not coming to his own defense.  Before Pilate is this puzzling person known for his wisdom and teachings and now silent, even when falsehoods are so blatant.  He does not resist the crowds who are fickle and can turn praise into shouts of "death."   When asked if he is a king, Jesus admits he is in a spiritual sense beyond what Pilate conceives.  Two worlds collide.


Jesus accepts the cross as well as the scourging, crowning of thorns, and mockery of all sorts.  He accepts the assistance of Simon to help carry the cross, opening all who follow to accept their own crosses and the help from caregivers.  He accepts his position among thieves and then receives the testimony of the good thief with an assurance that a reward is soon coming.  Most of all he accepts compassion of faithful followers, his Mother, John, and the holy women who remain close.  Even in death he gives up the spirit in a final show of activism.


This manner of acting following the Last Supper seems to be out of character for someone who commands such authority and expresses continued activism.  Only when delving deeper into Jesus' ministry does light appear.  Jesus' General Principle of Activism is: When another needs help we must act; when the action is for self or small personal group acting as witnesses of solidarity we may surrender as the Spirit leads us.   Jesus hides from immediate danger from his kin at Nazareth or hostile elements at the Temple, for his time had not yet come.  However, when the time is right, Jesus does not resist but accepts arrest as part of the activism of witnessing.  In all things follow the Spirit.

The Catholic Workers

Dorothy Day and her compatriot Peter Maurin and many Catholic Workers are today's little people (like St. Therese the Little Flower) who come to imitate and invite Jesus into their simple lives.  These are certainly countercultural, not following the standard ways of giving from their precious time and talents their total heart and soul for the sake of the Gospel.  They were arrested many times for failing to abide by governmental regulations that they found oppressive.  They welcomed the down and out, being a hospitable center.  Each group sets its own rules and lacks the rigid formalism of other gatherings.  Their spontaneity is their trademark.  Materialistic achievers find them a puzzle.
Reference: When Passivity Becomes Activity
             Naked I came from my mother's womb,

             naked I shall return.

             YHWH gave, YHWH has taken back. 

             Blessed be the name of YHWH. 

 (Job 1:21)

Our lives are in the hands of a merciful God.  In belonging to God we realize that we cannot prolong life beyond our limited span, but as Jesus' followers we invest in a joint venture with him.  Acceptance of what we cannot really change is the last supreme activity on our individual journeys.  Our willing embrace of troubles is a mark of closeness to Jesus in his sufferings; it becomes a rare opportunity to express gratitude.  Our living space collapses into a sick room, a bed, ourself, and to our final heartbeats.  Activity fades, but not without that last breath that in God's grace can be peacefully given in utter gratitude.   


 We have been empowered by God, giver of all power.  In the moments of troubles we are reminded of our own powerlessness.  For the most part, we are not being called to be dramatic martyrs, only solitary witnesses at a Calvary extended in space and time.  But in less noticeable ways our final journey span can be offered up with Jesus and thus becomes an opening for us, a power of generosity swelling from the graces of our ancestors, neighbors, and friends -- and of ourselves as well.  We open ourselves to the cosmic sufferings of Jesus.  In his generosity he accepts us as companions and invites us to share his yoke.  That invitation leads us to Calvary even though it occurred two millennia ago.  We are there and our openness makes the "there" an emphatic HERE.    


When chips are down and mortal closure occurs, the unbeliever is thrust into unrelenting passivity.  Not so the Christian; at this moment of dying an activism of a special intensity occurs -- a spiritual reality that unravels power over death.  Non-resistance opens believers to a supreme sacrifice of an immense potency.  


Questions: By opening to God's will do we enter the Calvary event?  Is this an extreme form of activity, for life at death is transformed?  Is this the faithful activist's final legacy? 


29. Way of the Cross: Jesus' Journey to the End
They led him out to crucify him.
 (Mark 15:21)


Jesus' life and ministry is one of a journey and the most profound daily exertion (journey) is his last on his way to Calvary, that place of execution.  The story is told in stark detail in all four Gospels.  Jesus falls several times, showing his acceptance of physical vulnerability with all who suffer through ordeals.  His weakness demands another, Simon of Cyrene (father of Alexander and Rufus and thus a forebear of Christians), to assist.  Jesus meets holy women on the way and tells them to weep for themselves and for their children (Luke 23:28); he accepts sympathy but extends it to others in need.  He is nailed and made helpless; he is given wine mixed with gall, but refuses to drink, thus accepting no special pain killing ingredients (Matthew 27:24).  In the ultimate slur, they shared out his clothing and cast lots for items (Psalm 22:18), rendering him totally naked when dying.

Jesus' last trip is truly an effort, since he has endured beating and ridicule after a night under arrest.  He actively attempts to carry this out with utter openness to the will of the Father.  In many ways, his heart opens to compassion for all who suffer with him down through the ages.  In many respects we are the ones who create the hardships of this final trip, and we can join in being present with the Lord when he has been present with us.  


Throughout two thousand years, pious pilgrims have tried to repeat those steps taken by Jesus on the way to Calvary.  The preference has always been to repeat the very location and the traditionally designated route and end point. This devotional practice, denied for centuries by the conquest of the holy places by Moslems, brings on the Crusades.  Since Calvary is extended in space and time, so the Church extends the "Stations of the Cross" to many indoor and exterior sacred places; these include crosses and artistically designed plaques with a variety of creative expressions.  Those who cannot make the Holy Land pilgrimage can share in graces by performing the meditative "Stations."  

The Totally Disabled
She played music for weekend retreat liturgies and confided that her husband required her total care day and night; he was unable to move arms or legs --and he was expressing his helplessness and wondered what was the use of living.  She accepted that his was a rare opportunity to offer all his suffering each day joined in Christ's suffering at Calvary.  "Affix a crucifix and let him gaze upon it, for this could be a remarkable moment of grace to extend out to the spiritual needy in all parts of the world.  Encourage a special intention each day."  In desperation, she did that and a few weeks later in another retreat mentioned that her husband's time with the suffering Jesus transformed him and gave profound meaning to his final days of life. 

Reflection: Today's Way of the Cross

Let's travel through social justice and environmental themes: 


1. Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane.  (Matthew 25:36-41)  



Social -- People are tortured by the ravages of poverty.



Eco -- Garden areas are mistreated and become unproductive.

         2. Jesus is Betrayed by Judas and Arrested. (Mark 14:43-46)



Social -- People take advantage and betray friends.



Eco -- Plants and animals are mistreated and endangered.


3. Jesus is Condemned by the Sanhedrin. (Luke 22:66-7)



Social -- Caregivers give a helping hand to victims.  
  




Eco -- Greed scars landscape through solid waste pollution.


4. Jesus is Denied by Peter.  (Matthew 26:69-75)  



Social -- Residents suffer from effects of foul air.



Eco -- Air pollution weakens immunity of the biosystems.


5. Jesus is Judged by Pilate.  (Mark 15:1-5, 15)



Social -- People condemned to poverty in slums.



Eco -- Merchants of doubt halt climate-change regulations.

 
6. Jesus is Scourged and Crowned with Thorns.  (John 19:1-3)



Social -- Many people suffer from mental distress.



Eco -- Unmanaged land becomes unproductive.


7. Jesus Bears the Cross. (John 19:6, 15-17)  



Social -- People have cholera from lack of potable water.   




Eco -- Rivers and lakes suffer from water pollution.

    
8. Jesus is Helped by Simon of Cyrene. (Mark 15:21) 

 

Social -- Citizens take up the cross to assist migrants.



Eco -- People neglect friendly pollinators. 
        
9. Jesus Meets the Women of Jerusalem. (Luke 23:27-31)  



Social -- Abortion defies the right to life for all.



Eco -- Controlling climate change is a right to life.

       10. Jesus is Crucified. (Luke 23:33-34)  



Social -- Crass commercialism makes fun of virtue. 



Eco -- Earth suffers from rampant visual pollution.

       11. Jesus Promises His Kingdom to Good Thief. (Luke 23:39-43)



Social -- We must abolish the death penalty.



Eco -- Wounded Earth has promise of new life.

       12. Jesus Speaks to His Mother and John. (John 19:25-27) 




Social -- Good souls assist the hungry and homeless.



Eco -- We must be willing to radically share with others.
       13. Jesus Dies upon the Cross. (Luke 23:44-46) 



Social -- People die without proper hospice care.



Eco -- Threatened species are extinguished from Earth.

       14. Jesus is Placed in the Tomb. (Matthew 27:57-60) 



Social -- Assist all who suffer loss of loved ones.



Eco -- By our help Earth can become renewed.


Questions: Are we prepared to make our own "Way of the cross" using the concerns and problems of our current condition?  How do we encourage others to see their way of suffering as having immense benefit in the saving of our wounded and threatened Earth?  Do we believe and promote the redemptive value of suffering? 

30.  Throne or Cross: Ultimate Activity

Christ is king, though the cross is unsettling for most people, even believers.  A king generally conjures up riches, golden crowns, and royal thrones.  However, Jesus' spiritual realm includes a cruel instrument planted between two thieves and with a jeering and cursing crowd of soldiers and onlookers in a very public place for passersby to scoff.  The skies darken and earthquakes occur; the very drama of this event convulses natural foundations. Jesus Christ is Lord of lords, and yet he redefines royalty through servanthood that involves love, mercy, suffering and death.  His royal line while from David in a general kingly succession, is also through humble service.

Pilate, a disturbed Roman bureaucrat, who thinks he must appease the mobs, questions Jesus about his royal line.  Jesus acknowledges kingship, but the throne is a cross.  While Hope Cook becomes a royal queen of Bhutan and Grace Kelly a Princess of Monaco, still only a tiny number of the world's people can or have ever become monarchs.  In 1900, 90% of the world's people lived under monarchies; now less than 10% do so and the number is falling by the decade.  Royal thrones in a worldly sense diminish, but crosses as examples of sacrifices and suffering multiply.  We commoners enter into service of sacrifice and thus share kingship with Christ within a spiritual royal line.


In 1897 Queen Victoria of England (queen from 1837 to 1901 and empress of India 1876-1901) celebrated her diamond anniversary.  On that occasion Rudyard Kipling wrote a poem that angered many, who thought the Empire's lasting glory should be unquestioned.

           The tumult and the shouting dies,  The captains and the kings depart,

           Still stands thine ancient sacrifice,  An humble and a contrite heart.

           Lord God of hosts be with us yet,  Lest we forget, lest we forget.

Those few who ascend royal earthly thrones see them as fragile.  Many would laugh at an "Empress of India" today.  Rather, over two billion Christians are invited to glory in the cross of Christ.  Spiritual power rests here when storm clouds hang low and lightning flashes and the earth trembles -- yet it takes faith to perceive Jesus' power and glory where crowds cast dice and squabbled over his simple garments.  They jeer and hold him in ridicule for failing to come down and exerting power over the instrument of torture.  They ask how does a good God allow this? 

The Cross is a kingly throne.  We are being delivered into the kingdom of his beloved Son -- the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation... in him all things hold together (Col. 1:12-20).  The contrast of earthly majestic throne and a rugged cross is astounding, and yet it is part of the unfolding mystery, which Christians contemplate.  For believers, the entire creation is held together through the cross, not through worldly power.   

Calvary Partakers
      We all are part of the Calvary Event so let's participate.
Reflection: Being Actively Present at Calvary

We can ask, "Were you there when they crucified the Lord?"  Yes, and it pains us deeply.  A non-believer looks for a historic event of two millennia past and mentions non-existent written records.  Calvary extends in space and time and allows us to be present at Jesus' Calvary event.  When in a severe auto crash the first impulse is to deny it is happening, to excuse ourselves as not the best responders, or to simply escape.  Not so Calvary with eternal wounds of hands, feet, heart, body and head.


Wounds of the hands: producing nuclear bombs, which could devastate our globe; consuming over a trillion dollars a year in military weaponry, which could easily furnish the basic health, educational, housing and dietary needs of the world's poorest people; discharging these weapons in clashes and military confrontation throughout the world; scattering pesticides that harm wildlife and people; and doing violence to one's self or others.

Wounds of the feet: terrorist attacking innocent people in many lands; sponsoring tourism that heavily impacts habitat and damages fragile ecosystems; walking away from responsibilities such as breadwinning for families and nursing disabled individuals; congregating with peers who lead one to waste time; traveling about that carries pathogens from one infested region of the world to another; and processing and transporting contaminated foods.


Wounds of the heart: failing to love others and showing compassion for them; overlooking inequality on the part of the privileged; failing to protect threatened and endangered plants and animals; and allowing heartless treatment of senior citizens, the hospitalized, and prisoners of war. 


Wounds of the body: stripping land of resources; permitting destructive methods of agriculture that cause erosion and soil depletion; polluting air and water; tolerating substance abuse practices that harm the body as well as mind; failing to address AIDS and other pandemic threats that go untreated; denying health access to the world's poor; and working people in poor conditions and wage scales; and robbing them of hard-earned income.


Wounds of the head -- Tolerating mental illness and mental grudges and grievances; permitting propaganda that leads to dangerous emotional responses; mismanaging resources and time; provoking racism and discrimination; promoting commercial allurements that harm body and soul; extending prejudice and insensitivity that overlooks destitute people; festering anger and hatred of others; and extending guilt of unforgiven wrongdoing. 


Questions: Is our Christian response to Calvary a duty to make reparations for our own misdeeds?  Through Jesus' suffering and death is any human suffering ever lost or forgotten?  

31. Death and Burial: The Grand Act of Openness

'It is accomplished'; and bowing his head he gave up his spirit.
  (John 19:30)

At that moment of death Jesus the Activist gives up his spirit, a final act of his total surrender.  At this moment of death for all, Jesus shows the power of giving up in an atmosphere of sheer powerlessness; he is in control of the situation.  He let's go of mortal life so that greater life can be attained in and through the upcoming resurrection.  He humbly bows his head, a gesture to the divine giver of all life taking part in human life to its full.  A relatively short ministry by an itinerant preacher and miracleworker draws to a close, with his disciples in utter dismay and others with hopes dashed of political deliverance from the hated Roman rule.


Openness to new life ushers in a magnificent transformation that is soon to occur.  Something greater will happen but now, utter liturgical silence.  For centuries, the Old Testament holy people had awaited a Messiah to open the gates of heaven.  So the activism of Jesus is recharged and he hurries to overcome the barriers that separate the saved to enter into the presence of God.


For Christians who follow the suffering and death of Jesus each year, a hiatus happens so believers can catch their breath between the roller coaster dip of Good Friday and the soaring expectations of a grand Easter Sunday.  Holy Saturday involves the anticipation of the coming of the Risen One -- and this event begins after dark.  We start a mini-bonfire and from that fire light a taper for the Easter Candle that is blessed in a very special manner.  From the light of this Pascal Candle, tapers are lit for all in the congregation; suddenly we hear "Light of Christ" coming in the darkness.  Upon arriving at the altar the "Exsultet" is proclaimed in a fitting and solemn manner, and the entire building is illumined by light.  A New Fire inspires all with faith who listen to the Scripture's words, Salvation History.


On this most holy night after Jesus the holy one rises, we renew baptismal vows, rejecting Satan and taking holy fire to an awaiting world.  Fire can destroy the combustible; fire can purify by turning ore to iron; fire can burn us and yet cook our meals and light our way.  Firemen put out fires and firemen stoke fires in a furnace.  Learning to control fire is the first great act of human civilization, a moment in our long history worth celebrating.  Infants and youth are fascinated with matches and fire.  We are drawn to light like moths; we comfort ourselves by stove, hearth and campfire.  We seek to be on fire with love.

Champions of Letting Go

Matthew is a medical doctor called in the middle of the night to assist with a difficult birth.  The mother is heroic but the little ill-formed child had only scant moments of life, a condition expected though the mother had refused the advice to abort the child.  She cradles the infant in her arms and in time the staff pours a stream of water and baptizes the little fellow; it expires in just 20 minutes and all are saddened.  However, the smiling mother looks up and says, "Even for so short a while this little life is worth it."  Matthew checked his watch; it's Good Friday.

Reflection: The Sublime Act of Letting Go

 If Jesus as activist is open to suffering and death, so each of us must be willing to let go of what we hold dear.  Our willingness is worth considering.  We also have to remain open to do what God wishes, so the divine will and not ours should prevail throughout -- our living and dying being in God's hands.  Those preparing to pass on can thank God for times and resources given, and hope for what is to come.  Openness in an atmosphere of gratitude is the most perfect way to go.  History records many different attitudes, doubts, and perceptions of that final hour, and the unexpected is the best argument for purgatory's purification before approaching God's throne. 

Among our saintly models in times past is century-old St. Anthony in the desert, who spends a life meditating on a single Scriptural passage of giving up all for Christ.  The more recently canonized St. Margaret Clitherow (1553-86) is married at age seventeen and a young mother at thirty-three when she is martyred as outspoken critic of the Elizabethan reign in England.  Her stepfather, the Lord Mayor of York makes no effort to stop the trial and the sentence of death, consisting of heavy weights on her body until pressed to death.  She courageously lets go of family.  

Part of burying the dead involves our comforting the bereaved.  A pastoral gift of conducting the departure of a loved one is always difficult and no one performs perfectly.  Becoming part of a bereavement party is certainly helpful.  We balance space for letting mourners grieve and presence at the hour of death for moments of personal consolation.  Such is truly a spiritual work of mercy.  Even serving on a bereavement committee does not equal the actual act of letting go of mortal life -- the hour of our death as mentioned in each "Hail Mary."  Our community of intimacy is broken, though future togetherness is hoped for in eternity.


The ultimate letting go is that of our mortal life, though preceded by other acts of letting go from birth through old age.  That first letting go of the womb was enough to merit a birthdate on a tombstone.  We enter the world through a mother's care and attendants who allow for a grand entrance.  We also let go: of home life for school activities, of school loyalties for new work or independent living, of single life to married state, of youth fleeing home and resulting empty nest, of one level of work for another, and of work routine to retirement years.  


Questions: Are we hopeful about that final letting go?  How do we assist others to let go through prayer and encouraging words? 
32.  Easter and Women at the Tomb

On the first day of the week, at the first sign of dawn, they went to the tomb with the spices they had prepared. 



 (Luke 24:1)


Jesus' women followers embrace his activism; they are up and ready while the men hide themselves from the tragedies of the Calvary episode.  They had ministered to Jesus and his company throughout his ministry, always near but mostly in the background.  They had beckoned his first signs of miracles, touched his garment for healing, washed his feet with tears, listened to his ministry and prepared meals for him, followed him on the way to the cross, and then stood below the crucifixion scene.  Now in the removal from the cross they note the tomb and the position of the body; they prepared spices and ointments and then rest on the Sabbath as the Law requires. (Luke 23:55-56) 


Fidelity to the Lord is always the mission of his faithful women companions, from Mary, Mary Magdalene, Martha and a number of other women relatives and friends.  From the encouragement of Mary at Cana to the Pentecost event the women are present and always give support to Jesus during his ministry.  Certainly the society is highly paternalistic in contemporary Jewish practice.  Jesus' disciples are male, but his recognition of the role of women makes this ministry a pioneering venture in challenging the rigid culture of the time.  Jesus accepts all for who they are; division of male and female exists, but is no barrier to his total mercy and love.


Jesus' sensitivity for women occurs in many passages.  He goes down and is subject to his parents after the finding in the Temple; he raises the poor widow at Naim's son from the dead, thinking of a time when his own mother would be in a similar circumstance; he converses with the Samaritan woman at the well and encourages her to become the first missionary to bring the Good News back to her own people; he brings the sick, both male and female, to deeper faith in healing; he raises the daughter of Jairus from the dead and asks her parents to give her some food for she is hungry; he defends the penitent who washes his feet with her tears and anointed them with precious perfumes; he grieves together with Martha and Mary over the death of their brother; on the way to Calvary he instructs the weeping women to look out for their own offspring; and at Calvary and in a final act he gives Mary to John and John to Mary.


Jesus, through activism in ministry, shows no partiality to males over females in teaching and healing.  Both men and women show fidelity and willingness to be of service.  Within the confines of his culture, Jesus does give a certain deference to males as ministers of the Gospel -- and this for more practical considerations.  The forming of communities at the time of Jesus had a very strong male flavor, even though some of the new-formed communities in St. Paul's time are led by women.  Time will undoubtedly expand that feminine role and that time is fast approaching.

They Came to Heal


When the first Benedictines came to our Irvine Hospital in 1955, a police escort was required because they were threatened by some biased residents who did not want to see the presence of Catholic nuns.  However, with over a half century of loving care the sisters won the hearts of people and helped deliver about half the population.  When the last two (Sisters David and Andrew) departed after countless years of service to the poor in hospital work and beyond, a huge turnout gathered at a dinner wishing these last two a sincere farewell.  These women were the face of the resurrected Jesus changing an entire community through selfless loving care.

Reflection: Women in the Church

The struggle for women's equality is far from won.  Women yearn for their rightful place in the Church and world.  This occurs in this country when overall women’s salaries are about 70% of those of men, who in far larger numbers hold the higher salaried positions as CEOs to administrative management.  Many companies discourage comparing salaries, as though this is a totally private matter.  Gender differences in salaries and positions are being challenged both in this country and abroad.  Certainly the feminine equality agenda is making great strides, but it is truly a component of a work-in-progress, from the time of woman suffrage a century ago to many elected positions opening today. 


Granted, American women can own property, have an equal voice in civic affairs, practice as physicians and dentists, study along side male engineers, serve in American cabinets and armed services, and become corporate executives.  Equality is being fulfilled in the civic arena even though incomplete.  In church-related areas, tradition has made a divide among religious denominations on matters of women holding certain offices and functions, with Catholics, Eastern Orthodox, Moslems, and more Orthodox Jews pitted against liberal Protestants and liberal Jews.  From early times, Christian groups upheld the traditional male role in ministry while demanding the consent of women in matrimony and the entire community in affirming the social sacraments.  


Some denominations accept women pastors, priests and bishops.  However, diocesan, parish, health, academic and committee administrative positions, even in churches that distinguish between male and female church roles are being filled today by women -- and I address this issue on this website.  It is possible to consider equality differently from exact functionality.  Males and females have equally important roles, though they may be different. Having co-equal roles would broaden the cultural debate provided that mothering, nurturing and healing are considered as co-equal to administrative or sacramental roles held by ordained males -- traditional paternal roles.  


Questions: Due to healing instincts, do women have a unique role in earthhealing?  Do they give a special sense of compassion that is often lacking by males?  Will more progress be forthcoming?
33. Resurrection: New Life and Power

It is about Jesus Christ our Lord who, in the order of the spirit, the spirit of holiness that was in him, was proclaimed Son of God in all his power through his resurrection from the dead.

                             (Romans 1:4)


Today is a new day: Christ has risen; Christ is expected to come again to usher us to eternal life; Christ is present to all believers.  Our hearts are filled through faithful remembrance, by hopeful promise, and through overwhelming joy.  The excitement of Peter and John and Mary Magdalene extends to our becoming Easter people.  The reality of the Risen Lord is a spiritual moment of excitement and an event in the lives of believers down through the ages.  The Lord is New Life; he goes before us and beckons us. 


 We all must die, for that is a natural occurrence for all plants and animals -- and human beings as well.  But resurrection after death is a supernatural event, for to die and now come back to life is beyond natural expectations.  The hand of God is at work.  The resurrected Jesus reveals a grand activity: his walk to Emmaus (Luke 24: 13-45); his appearance to Mary Magdalene (John 20:11-18); and the Resurrection conversations with his disciples where "peace be with you" is his theme (John 20:19-31).  Jesus shows serenity in his presence with the believing Church as a community (I Corinthians 12:12-31). The resurrected Jesus confronts Peter, who goes off fishing with friends, that he has important work ahead (John 21: 2ff.); he is forgiven for denying Jesus on Good Friday and is now meant for greater things.


Easter announces a future for all who believe.  Down through the ages believers await their own personal resurrection event into eternal life -- a blessing and gift extending life eternally with Christ.  Life over death will be victorious as darkness gives way to light.  Christ's victory encourages us to face the present moment.  We are invited into the divine family, and thus the graciousness of God extends that event of Jesus' resurrection, living Easter joy in the here and now.  Jesus wants us to express this event through enthusiasm, for the risen Lord is within us.  Each of us can help give new life to others; we forgive them in loving solidarity so that family embraces all.  We invite them to journey together beyond an eternal horizon.  Within this atmosphere of forgiveness we start anew and together can heal our Earth -- a truly Easter event.

The Renewers
     Many examples can show "resurrection" through simple renewal along with the hope of greater things to come.  As former tobacco grower who has witnessed the product of our work being misused in deadly ways through smoking, I and others seek renewal.  The maligned tobacco "weed" that paid my college tuition and was the instrumental cause of so much cancer and other illness is now being considered as a source of certain types of pharmaceutical production.  The community of tobacco growers, including my farmer friend and poet Wendel Berry, has been liberated to focus on other forms of plant growth that bring health and sustenance to many.  That becomes a resurrection event.  

Reflection: Establishing Community Renewal
    
I am the resurrection and the life...
 (John 11:25)  

The source of a believer's activism is the power of the risen Lord to make all things new.  All renewal of life stems from that great mystery, which is at the heart of Christian belief.  Jesus is the center of the Christian's life, and our efforts at bringing about radical change stems from the power of his Resurrection.  We affirm his new life and profess and extend this new life each time we forgive another, we renew the soil, promote renewable energy, and change a System into something new.  The move to peace and prosperity is an affirmation in the Mystery of Resurrection.  

     We as resurrection and healers to others:
          * Witnesses to Jesus among us;

          * Co-sufferers through compassion;


 * Bearers of Good News;

          * Members of the Body of Christ;

          * Givers of encouragement to the discouraged;

          * Enthusiastic bearers of the God within;

          * Spiritual lights in a darkened world;

          * Travelers on the journey of faith;

          * Examples of joy and love; 

          * Opportunities to assist those in need;

          * Friends of the marginalized and oppressed;

          * Sharers in the divine family; 

          * Consecrated people;

          * Reclaimers of the commons;

          * Living testimony to God's love for us;  

          * Ways to draw others to Christ; 

          * Providers of bread to the hungry; and

          * Wounded healers of our wounded Earth.


Empowerment stemming from the Lord's Resurrection bears an awesome, lest we become corrupted by new power.  With this power we see in faith that greater things can come, new horizons provided, especially when we are conscious in being at the service of others.  God has visited his people, entered into their condition, and leads us to victory.  This is not a singular triumph apart from us, but includes the promise that all believers will rise -- we have the promise of new life from and with the Lord.  Death is conquered and eternal life promised as is the craving of our entire being.  


Questions: Do we do more than merely declare that the Lord is risen?  Do we strive to live this event in the manner in which we conduct our lives in large and small ways?  Do we show in action the promise of eternal life?  How about professing that radical change is part of the spirit of the Resurrection?

34.  Ascension: Encouraging Further Action

Then he took them out as far as the outskirts of Bethany, and lifting up his hands he blessed them.  Now as he blessed them, he withdrew from them and was carried up to heaven. 

 (Luke 24:50-51)


The risen Lord departs from his disciples and leaves to become activists as well through the power of the Spirit.  What is begun by Jesus through public ministry, suffering, and death, now through the power of his rising is extended to an expectant world.  At some time we may wonder why he does not stay and impress others as the one who is risen among them.  That isn't God's way, for a resurrected person walking about through the centuries would precipitate fearful onlookers, not faithful collaborators.  His resurrected body is only perceived by a chosen few.   


Misunderstanding abounded at the Ascension event.  Differences in what is expected of disciples by Christ and what is in the minds of them at the time of this event is expressed in Luke's second narrative of the Ascension (Acts 1: 6-11), Lord has the time come?  Are you going to restore the kingdom of Israel?  Jesus does not answer the question directly, for timely events belong to God; certainly Christlike activities had not ended, but rather awaited the inspiration of the Holy Spirit as each becomes more active.  With this spiritual power these and other disciples are to become witnesses to Christ to the ends of the Earth.


The smallness of their ambitions of what Jesus would do for Israel is replaced by the grand sweep of what they as disciples would do in the entire world -- a universal mission.  The power that Jesus speaks of that overcomes natural barriers finds promise in grand deeds, though sometimes this is misinterpreted.  Snake handlers and healers desire to show their wonders as though their own gifts; they forget that the power to forgive sins and to transform the bread and wine into the Body and Blood of Christ goes far beyond individual participants and requires a community's experience of emerging service to the Lord.


In wonderment the disciples seek to stop and gaze to the heavens.  Why are you men from Galilee standing here looking into the sky?  That wonder might be expected of people observing the Ascension.  But gazing up is not the activism that is expected; we must gaze out and see a needy world around us -- and then do something.  With Pentecost, God's power is at work in them (and us), being transformed into the hands and feet of Jesus the Activist.  A sense of joyful enthusiasm overwhelms them, but it's bittersweet, for the Lord is leaving them to responsible action.  


For these disciples, the Lord's return is expected momentarily by the early Church.  Geologic life is counted in billions of years but Salvation History in thousands.  Converting a world is not done in a day; it takes time.  We the called have precious time given to serve properly.  After Ascension the disciples return to Jerusalem and await the Holy Spirit -- and urgency to act heightens.

The Builder

His name has been misplaced but the conversation is remembered.  It was at the Mission San Luis Rey del Francia in Oceanside, California and the simple soul was working on an adobe wall that he had built at various locations on the property.  Upon inquiry he explained in detail the recovered formula of natural materials that was used in the first adobe construction; he made two-foot high walls so that the many touring kids from schools could feel and climb on them.  To my questions he responded with a tearful expression, "You are the first to show an interest in this work." Unfortunately the promise to come back and video tape him proved impossible -- but it was regretted because his work showed such promise.

Reflection: Promoting the Overlooked
I will not leave you orphans; I will come to you.    (John 14:17)


The Ascension contains Jesus' promise to be with us to the end of times -- a mystical presence.  We come to see this physical distance as being part of our maturation and growth in fidelity, not with a sense of abandonment.  No one wants to be an orphan and Jesus knows this; he yearns for our mutual friendship and we, in turn, need his companionship as a mutual collaboration.  People experience loneliness and desire support and encouragement.  Loyal compassionate companions, not "fair weather" friends, are sought.  Spiritual marines may disparage a "Jesus-and-me" spirituality, but they also need Jesus at their side when hard times come.


We pledge through deeds of kindness our love to Jesus, who loves us so much as to die for us.  Such an activistic approach is our participation in the Divine Family.  Ours is the privilege of humble collaboration, not servile service of a grudging slave.  We are invited to be a co-worker with the Lord, learning to be sensitive to those who need a good word or deed and yet allowing them to retain their self-respect and worth.  Material goods and affluence can blind us and reduce that sensitivity needed to perform works of mercy.  We are moved to accept our social responsibilities and follow where the Spirit leads us.  


Just as the Lord becomes incarnate and one among us, so as disciples we grant spiritual blessings while dwelling in a dog-eat-dog world.  In helping others we experience our limitations.  We may not have a miraculous power to heal or even the magnetism of Jesus, but our efforts add to the total good.  Jesus prays at the Last Supper in his priestly prayer not that we be removed from the world, but to be protected against the Evil One (John 17:15) who seeks to divide us.  Hardships and barriers are surmounted by being close to the Lord who supports us. 


Questions: Does Ascension include helping to establish the new heaven and new earth (II Peter 3:13)?   Are we to seek the Spirit to guide our growing activistic undertakings?  

35. Pentecost: Dispersals and Gatherings

When Pentecost day came round, they had all met in one room, when suddenly they heard what sounded like a powerful wind from heaven, the noise of which filled the whole house in which they were sitting; and something appeared to them that seemed like tongues of fire; these came to rest on the head of each of them.

                                      (Acts 2:1-3)         


This Pentecost account has aspects all related to that unfolding of the Spirit in our lives:


* God's work is manifest, not ours.  We may enter like children who are passive observers, and with time develop into outgoing active participants who both spread and gather the Word. The mood of the assembly is one of prayer;


* Suddenness of the Spirit's coming means we cannot anticipate the arrival, for such events are beyond our reckoning;


* Powerful winds of change are meant to move us from our locked-in and complacent ways of acting;


* Flame touches each in the assembled body and so the life of Church involves all assembled.  This individualized flame indicates that the Spirit gives us unique gifts that must be used according to our individuality, and yet be involved in our corporate body.  Now we must bring fire and make it blaze (recall Luke 12:49);


* Impulse is to move out from a semi-private visitation to the broad world containing people from all the known regions of the world at that time -- a global manifestation;


* Empowerment by the Holy Spirit helps us overcome our weakness and reluctance to speak out and act in courage;


* Spreading the message involves speaking to others in tongues that they understand.  Language is becoming understood by others and they in turn can give feedback to the messengers of Good News;


* Witness to events in the life of Christ is at the heart and core of Good News preached at this first Christian Pentecost;


* A wider audience is the assembled crowd from all over the world who come for Jewish festivities.  This shows that the Good News is not meant for the designated small number or for only the Jewish people, but rather for believers from many lands and cultures -- though all have a sense of anticipation; and


* Breathing is the added feature, for we all need additional air or Spirit to allow us to retain energy to go forth again.  When we gather together we breathe in the spirit; when we go out we exhale the spirit to those around us.  Through the rhythmic breathing in and out we assemble and celebrate and then give joy gained to a waiting world.  Thus, the birth of the Church.

                      Missionaries of Charity



Mother Teresa of Calcutta has set a new tone to being missionaries that do not evangelize by verbal preaching but by compassionate caring for all, whether Christian or not. The human being is precious before God and so her manner is to show that worth in caring for the forsaken and dying in some of the most destitute places on Earth.  The form of activism is very close to that of Jesus, and the love shown attracts people of all religious and political persuasions.  

The Good News is a Two-Way Street
Go out to all the world and proclaim the Good News to all creation...
(Mark 16:16)

This quotation tells a story of our Messiah transferring his active mission to all of us working with him -- instituting a cooperative venture.  This verse has two aspects -- to go out to all the world; to spread Good News to all creation.  

* Going out may be literally a departure to a distant place, but it means primarily departing from the current status quo or mindset and embracing in thought, compassion, and hope an entire world.  The Fairbanks Catholic Diocese logo says some give by going and others go by giving.  In some way we must all go forward.  


* Proclaiming may mean to do so literally by preaching on a street corner, or it may mean proclaiming with our lives what the Good News is all about through charitable deed or combined word and deed.  To be public is our act of commitment to the saving Lord.


* Good News is the word that the Lord is with us and we have the gift of hearing and responding.  In our response we see that God gives us generous gifts worth sharing, and part of our mission is that, in an atmosphere of gratitude, we respond.


* To all creation means that more than just human beings are the target of our proclamation.  By touching other parts of the world we learn and thus give ourselves to research; we take in the discoveries of the mysteries of creation and become better for it.  Learning is truly a radical sharing of who we are.


Some contrast the Genesis account of building the Tower of Babel with Pentecost; the former is a pursuit of privileged differences leading to speaking different languages by the various economic classes of people.  Pentecost is a counter-flow, a spiritual return or coming together of what has been dispersed and far apart.  Materialism divides people into selfish automatons who fail to be sensitive and overlook others' essential needs.  Babel is immense wealth accumulated by those in a globalized society who influence legislation allowing them to retain portions of the commons, hide it in tax havens, and refuse to share resources with those in greater need. 


Pentecost is the Spirit at work bringing us all together.  A modern technology that is the fruit of activism (and encouraged by the Eucharist event in our lives) brings togetherness when inspired by believers.  The same technology in the hands of the selfish is a form of idolatry and leads to dispersal, war, and disaster.  Babel among a privileged few fosters a System of destructive competition. Christians inspired by the Spirit bring restoration to the social order.  At the first Pentecost event the multitudes speak different tongues, but hear the same message.  In place of Babel, all hear the Word of God.  Later believers take an effort to translate in order to share the same message with distant peoples.


A colonist attitude of discovering, claiming, taking resources, and enslaving a discovered culture for the benefit of the conquering class is a form of Babel; it counters the basic Pentecost message of global sharing.  Thus from the start, Pentecost elicits a potential and ever emerging struggle between good and evil.  Telling Good News cannot be coupled with secular exploitation, lest the message be lost in translation.  Rather, believers converse with others and this demands the attention of both parties; the more open we are in conversation, the better we become hearers as well as bearers of "Good News."


Preaching can be a one-way sending of information or enticing of others to be like the preacher. However, meaningful human conversation is a two-way street.  Modern apologetics differs from a narrow approach of spreading Good News as though we retain it all -- and only have to deliver it for success; yet other cultures and religions have much to offer and thus to share with us.


Traditionalists view themselves as retainers of spiritual wealth that must be delivered to others without interruption.  They are not to be distracted by the alluring world they are attending.  They do not really want conversation, for sharing Christ with others puts all sharing in Jesus-and-me and Jesus-and-thee.  Such a view has been strong within a limited missiology that now is undergoing a paradigmatic shift.  To speak and to hear are to occur simultaneously.  To heal others is to be healed at the same time; to give the Word is to receive a growth in understanding the Eternal world. This is a healthier situation in which all parties, bearers and hearers, move forth together.


  The eternal Word beckons us to act and to grow in awareness.  Certainly we have received the elements of the Christian message: "Jesus lived, died and rose."  Good News seems to flow in two directions, namely from an organized church community with a covenanting mandate to spread Good News; isolated cultures are inspired to open themselves and their gifts to the established Church community.  Openness for Christians means being willing to receive and profit from the conversation with non-believers.  Receptivity by both parties is part of awaited transformative change.  Primitive cultures and all plants and animals have much to give, for God's creative Word has gone out to all the world and is worth being received, honored and celebrated.  In the receptive process we are on a two-way street reaching out to all creation.

 
Questions: Do we truly know the entire Word when we are moved to speak?  Do we grow in understanding through sharing with others?  Is going out to all creation an opportunity to learn more?


Conclusion: Activists Look beyond the Horizon

The more we delve into this subject the deeper it becomes, for we start to know Jesus as a brother.  The more we focus on the "eternal" part of Eternal Word, the more it becomes evident that Jesus stands out as our activist model. We have a long way to go and so this is truly a work-in-progress.  Truly there is no conclusion to this project; rather, it is a bare beginning and may involve an eternal journey that makes the horizon an inviting one.  This beginning brings an excitement about the looming (in a good sense) of an eternal journey.  The New Earth will be a part.


Jesus is perfect activist.  We may find hints of Jesus' having traits of all the various types of personalities (see Appendix Two) that have been exemplified in various reflections presented here.  One is not predominant over others.  We can look at our concrete situation and seek to find a series of good traits that each of us have -- or have fragments of many or all of them.  Such speculation awaits that eternal journey.  What is more interesting is whether any one quality is more important for a good activist.  And still better yet, are not ALL people with their differing personalities candidates to be team members among an activist community.  No doubt "discipline" is a good trait, but so is "loyalty" and "assertiveness."  We must have "sensitivity" to the needs of others.  And on and on.  


One emerging answer is that all traits contribute to beneficial activism in following Jesus and serving others.  Some folks may lack certain ones and that is the reason for team approaches to activism; thus what we lack can be complemented by a fellow teammate.  Through the words of St. Paul we know that all are part of the Body of Christ and though some are arms or eyes or heart, all are essential for a healthy body.  Christ is perfect and we as Body of Christ are many; he promises that together we will do even greater things (John 14:12).  A new beginning!  A New Heaven and New Earth!  A sharing in the Perichoresis!  Yes!    


Take, Lord, and receive all my liberty, my memory, my understanding, and my entire will, all that I have and possess.  You have given all to me.  To you, O Lord, I return it.  Dispose of it wholly according to your will.  Give me your love and your grace, for that is enough for me. 
                     




    Prayer of St. Ignatius Loyola

Appendix One: Divinization

Jesus calls all humanity beyond itself, to partake in the loving and mercy of God, and thus to be part of the divine family.

      In making these gifts, God has given us the guarantee of something very great and wonderful to come: through them you will be able to share the divine nature...








(II Peter 1:4)


This mystery was expressed in one blunt fashion by the Eastern fourth-century doctor of the Church St. Athanasius of Alexandria: "The Son of God became man so that we might become god" (small letter "g").  This sharing, coming through the sacrament of Baptism, is what God is by nature.  Interestingly, Athanasius argues that Jesus has to be divine in order to cause our divinization; he proceeds to make clear distinctions in the controversy with Arians, who held Jesus was not divine.  


God gave himself to us through his Spirit.  By the participation of the Spirit, we become communicants in the divine nature... For this reason, those in whom the Spirit divinized… (quoting St. Athanasius in the Catechism of the Catholic Church #1988). Grace is a participation in the life of God.  It introduces us into the intimacy of Trinitarian life: by Baptism the Christian participates in the grace of Christ, the Head of his Body (#1997).  It is the sanctifying or deifying grace received in Baptism (#1999). 

Note: the term divinization is not to be confused with divination, or recourse to Satan or all forms of sorcery in which one attempts to tame occult powers so as to have a supernatural power over others.

Appendix Two: Reflections on Spiritual Empowerment

Jesus as Activist is a powerful person in word and deed.  This is the power of God manifested within his person.  In being human, Jesus surrenders himself to the power of others and his Calvary experience.  He rises and is empowered to give new life.  We as followers imitate Jesus in moments of coming to deep power:

Stage One -- We recognize both power and powerlessness.  We perceive the undifferentiated power of earthquakes and waterfalls, of parental power, military and economic power, and the power of some people over others.  While experiencing forms of power at work in our world, we discover the powerlessness of poverty, physical disabilities, economic and political barriers, or the phases of sickness and dying.  We must observe and help poor people and wounded Earth.


Stage Two -- We experience the immediate powerlessness involved in overcoming unjust powers and how we are imperfect in bringing about change through our individual efforts, no matter how urgent the cause.  It takes time to gain the experience needed to perform meaningful change, for we are confronted by elusive power.  No matter how pure our intentions, we are imperfect agents of change when we seek to assist others. 

Stage Three -- Confronting our illusion of control over conditions brings us to perceive strong-handed methods being used as exploitative power to retain the status quo.  Opposing this draws on broader citizen collaborative power found in numbers and shared goals of an emerging WE.  While some cultures, even primitive ones, have a power to share well for survival, still many experience the price of excessive individualism.  We are weakened by our selfish consumer culture and we look to the poor to learn how to share with others.

Stage Four -- We discover and identify through God's grace the mysterious power found in solidarity and collaboration with others under divine guidance.  We call on a Higher Power to help us overcome our social addictions through working together with others.  When it comes to healing our Earth this involves a global dimension.  Acknowledging WE the poor through God's grace, we receive the gift of spiritual empowerment. 


Stage Five -- Agents of change see that authentic healing comes with acknowledging God at work with and within us.  A longer term authentic healing can only be achieved when this divine power enters into our collaborative activities.  We are divinely called instruments in building a New Heaven and New Earth.
Note: Christians are accused by Marxists of being docile and awaiting God's action.  In an unbiased sense of being docile or learnable we concede the point -- but not to be purely passive spectators.  The sins of omission are never Christian virtue.  We are called to be collaborators and active agents of change.

Appendix Three: Jesus and the Enneagram

The Enneagram system divides human personalities according to distinction of nine types by Robert J. Nogosek, C.S.C. (Nine Portraits of Jesus: Discovering Jesus through the Enneagram, Denville, NJ: Dimension books, Inc., 1987).  Nogosek reasons that since Jesus as God-man is without sin, he should have all nine personality types found in human beings.   We could divide these nine into healing, teaching, and active confrontation but when we see all of these as part of his total activism then this adds a division that may not be helpful for some.  In some ways this becomes a summary of what has been said, for all nine personality traits have active components.  Nine examples stand out:     


 1. Serenity -- Did not our hearts burn within us as he talked to us on the road... (Luke 24:32).  Ch. 28, Resurrection.  Serenity creates a calming environment for the disturbed; calm comes in being ourselves -- a breath of fresh air.  

2. Assertiveness -- Zeal for your house will devour me (John 2:17).  Ch. 20, Cleansing Temple.  Jesus asserts himself at great risk; courage requires a prophetic stance and a risk resulting from a public face -- we may at times be called to civil disobedience.


3. Loyalty -- This is my commandment: love one another as I have loved you (John 15:12). Ch. 24, Last Supper; Ch. 16, Jesus Forgiving.  People with duties know that they must take responsibility for their actions.  Even amid hardships, loyal people do what is expected.  This loyalty extends to all neighbors, near or far away.  A loyal heart discovers a freedom to act and to be focused and steady in pursuit of needed goals, especially for the hungry, the homeless, and the threatened plants and animals.  Loyalty avoids self-centeredness and involves being willing to sacrifice, no matter how difficult the service.  


4. Joviality -- Fill the jugs with water, and they filled them to the brim... (John 2:7). Ch. 7 Cana.  Balance is an important aspect of the ideal activist, and that includes celebrations.  People need to enjoy themselves and share that enjoyment with others including laughter and good will. 


5. Solicitude -- No, anyone who wants to be great among you must be your servant (Matthew 20:26).  Ch. 10 Multiplication of Loaves; Ch. 11, Calming Sea; Ch. 17, Mary and Martha.  Christian activists serve others and this includes a concern for the physical and spiritual health of others.*


6.  Discipline -- I have come not to abolish but to complete them (the Law or the Prophets) (Matthew 5:17).  Ch. 13, On this Rock.  Jesus spends time forming his disciples to take over the institution that he leaves to help spread Good News.  The ultimate in discipline is living simply in a world of excessive waste, and using resource conservation measures.  

7. Sensitivity -- As he drew near and came in sight of the city he shed tears over it (Luke 19:41).  Ch. 14, Mission Sending; Ch. 15, Jesus as Healer; Ch. 23 Raising Lazarus.  Jesus shows emotion on occasion revealing his immense sensitivity for others.  For us prayer is needed to cultivate sensitivity and other qualities.  We come to terms with our feelings and become aware of the anguish of our neighbor.  Affluence blinds many to insensitivity to the needs of others. 

 
8. Ambition -- Repent, and believe the Good News (Mark 1:15).  Ch. 4, Finding in Temple; Ch. 5 Baptism; Ch. 30 Pentecost.  The task before us must succeed or else we will remain a world of haves and have-nots.  Modern commercial success that is highly materialistic must be challenged -- and this takes a discerning ambition.  Those with a spiritually motivated ambition make their presence known and challenge disparity of wealth, expose tax havens, and work to redistribute wealth to those who need it most.


9. Wisdom -- His teaching made a great impression on the people because he taught them with authority... (Matthew 7:28-29).  Ch. 9, Jesus as Teacher.  Jesus is a masterful teacher and his followers realize it.  Wisdom deserves respect, but it takes some insight to recognize the wise -- and that means a respect for elders that is highly practiced in many primitive civilizations.                   


* Someone asked where mercy and compassion is.  The answer is in solicitude.
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