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Introduction



Sunday matters or should matter to Christians. It is the Lord’s day and so the most important day of the week, a time for us to acknowledge God as the source, centre and goal of our lives. Because Sunday is a matter of importance there are important matters to consider on this day, such as time for prayer, worship and being nourished by the Word of God. Sunday also matters because it is a limited amount of time and these days there are a host of other things competing for our time and attention: sport, shopping, TV, travel, etc. Deciding what to do on Sundays and other major days of the Christian calendar has become something of a challenge for contemporary Christians, some would say even a crisis.

But a crisis or a challenge can provide an opportunity to rethink and refocus. The reflections on the lectionary readings for Sundays and major feasts are designed to show that the Bible itself is an invitation or challenge to think. It does not impose its views because that would be most ungodlike—according to the biblical understanding of God. Much of life is about making decisions and the Bible challenges us to decide where our priorities lie. The reflections offered are relatively short (around 800 words) so that all the Sundays and major feasts of a liturgical year can be included in one book. This volume covers year B of the Roman Catholic Lectionary; a previous volume (published 2010) covered year A and a subsequent volume will cover year C. The relatively short length of the reflections means that not every reading can be given equal attention.

The original versions appeared in the Australasian Catholic Record over a 3-year period as ‘Reflections on the Readings of Sundays and Feasts’ (2007–9).1 Although not homilies they were composed with homiletic preparation in mind. In the light of readers’ comments and further reflection, some have been revised, others rewritten and new ones added in order to cover all the Sundays of the three-year cycle and make the material more accessible to the general reader as well as the preacher. Those who do not have a lectionary or follow its cycle of readings can easily correlate biblical text and reflection by consulting the index at the back of the book.

It may be of help to readers to outline briefly some of the major ways in which the Bible has been read over the centuries and some of the major themes that I judge the Bible addresses. A good starting point is the recognition that we all communicate by expressing something in a certain way or form and within a certain context. In the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament the preferred literary forms are narrative (story, report, genealogy, etc), poetry (psalms, proverbs, prophecies) and law (commands, prohibitions, instructions); in the New Testament they are narrative (in the Gospels and Acts of the Apostles) and letters (of Paul and others). A literary form provides a creative opportunity yet imposes limitations. For example, a story usually involves a plot (such as overcoming an evil) with a limited cast of characters. A storyteller has to develop the plot towards some form of resolution and this means being selective, otherwise the story could become too unwieldy and lose something of its impact.

What authors include in or leave out of their compositions is also influenced by their historical and social context. The context in which ancient authors operated had no equivalent to the modern novel with its intricate plots, large cast of characters and elaborate detail—but even these have their limitations. Most biblical stories or parables, songs or prophecies, are fairly short and it is likely much of what we have in the Bible are written ‘distillations’ of longer oral performances.2 Writing in ancient times was time consuming and expensive: it is unlikely a scribe could write down all of an actual performance. To my mind they were very adept at recording the outline of a story or song, the key elements that would guide further performances. Stories, poems, Gospels and letters were written for public proclamation, elaboration and comment. Thankfully, this is still the case for our Sunday liturgies in which a short selection of texts from the Bible is proclaimed for us to listen to, to preach on and to discuss. People in ancient times had excellent memories but they also had a smaller corpus of material to memorise. We now have to rely on computers and memory sticks to store an ever increasing corpus of texts that is beyond our capacity to memorise.


I have been trained in modern western critical methods of reading the Bible but I also respect the traditional ways of reading that have been used in the Church and Synagogue since their inception. Both have to operate with the fundamental premise that one can only understand what a text is communicating by paying close attention to the way it is communicating (in story, poem or letter form). We all do this instinctively with literature with which we are familiar: we distinguish headline from commentary, editorial from a letter to the editor, advertisement from operating manual. Sporting enthusiasts know that a headline announcing ‘cats maul dogs’ is about a football match not a brawl between pets. When we come to the literature of another culture we need to be aware that two different contexts are coming in contact—our own and that of the other culture.

One could say that the traditional way of reading the Bible in the Church assumed a close relationship between the biblical text, its inspired author or authors, and readers. When one read the book of Isaiah, for example, one heard the words of the prophet and through his words, the Word of God. One’s faith context was also seen as important. Christians believed that reading Isaiah within the context of their faith enabled them to see the deeper, Christian, meaning of the book. Inspired New Testament authors operated in this context and the Church and its theologians sought to follow their lead.

But contexts can change, and the Renaissance and Enlightenment periods in Europe led to a heightened awareness of the difference between the ‘present world’ and the ancient or classical world. One needed to reconstruct its context and ways of communicating in order to understand it. This in turn led many to the conviction that layers of interpretation over the centuries had obscured the original, real, meaning of the Bible, particularly the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament. The new critical analysis set out to recover the original meaning of each book of the Bible and through this the thinking of each author. Paradoxically however, this analysis concluded that many books of the Bible had multiple authors and editors and had undergone a long gestation. One could no longer be sure which parts of Isaiah came from Isaiah and which from later editors or scribes. Historical critical analysis opened up the world of the Bible to the reader and showed how divine inspiration can embrace all phases of a text’s production, from the spirit filled prophet, to the community that preserves his or her preaching, to the careful work of a later scribe. But a clear connection between text and purported author could no longer be assured and critics of the approach accused it of fragmenting the Bible, assigning bits of texts to different authors and editors. Others shifted their attention to analysing biblical books as literary works of art, irrespective of who the author, authors or editors might have been.

The context of readers has changed again more recently with the rise of psychological and social sciences. This development has shifted the focus of attention from the author to the reader, what some call the ‘subjective factor’. A lot of energy is now expended studying the dynamic relationship between a text and reader. In a sense this is a positive move because in the end it is the reader who has to say what he or she thinks a text means. The danger of course is that one can replace authorial intention with reader’s invention. To try and prevent this, critical analysis insists that one must pay attention to the way the various parts of the text have been arranged— presumably by one or more authors. Even though the traditional relationship between author, text and reader has been pulled apart and dissected by critical analysis, there is now broad agreement that we need to keep their relationship in mind, even though we will probably never get the balance quite right. We are only human beings after all. Wrestling with such issues is part of the adventure of reading and discussing the Bible, or any text for that matter. We can learn from different perspectives, differing contexts.

It is a risky business to try and identify key theological themes in the rich and varied books that make up the Bible but life is about risks so here is an attempt. A key theme is love; primarily God’s unconditional love of us and, as a result of this, our love of God, neighbour and ourselves. God hates the evil we do but loves us despite our evildoing. The biblical meaning of love places the emphasis on loyalty and commitment. Closely related to the biblical notion of love and indeed inseparable from it is knowledge. You can only love someone you know and the better you know (in the true sense of the word) the more you will love. Hence the importance in the Old Testament of knowing ‘that I am the Lord (YHWH)’ and Jesus’ question in the Gospels ‘who do you say I am’.3 According to the Bible’s claim, Israel is the people chosen to know God as unconditionally loyal and committed to humanity and to mediate the knowledge and reality of this love to the world; according to Christian faith, this divine love is most intensely and perfectly enshrined in the figure of Jesus. How is God’s love revealed or made known? Primarily, so the Bible claims, through justice and mercy/kindness. It is important to remember that the Bible explores these key terms within a context of injustice and cruelty. Augustine once said: ‘love and do what you will’. If we really did love we would will to do what the lover (God) wants. But because we are flawed and sinful creatures we need to learn to love by being just and merciful. A theology of God as just means that God is intolerant of evil and acts to remove it and establish a just society or world. But God’s justice is always kind and merciful, what is best for humanity. To use another biblical term, it is about salvation.

The great challenge for biblical people, as for ourselves, was to assess their experience/history in relation to justice and mercy, both on the individual, national an international scale (God is Lord of all history). Prophets intervened at times to challenge Israel about its conduct and proclaim that God would punish it for its infidelity to the covenant established at Sinai (book of Exodus). If prophets did not proclaim this message the theology of a just and merciful God would lose its authority. Punishment did not mean the covenant relationship was ended. God remained committed to Israel and would in due course restore it to the land and enable it to live as a just society, a beacon for all the nations of the world. This is a broad theological schema that makes a faith claim, it cannot be proved nor does it try to answer all the particular issues and questions that arise for each individual or each generation. This is not the Bible’s purpose. Rather, it offers a ‘big picture’ or framework within which we are challenged to make decisions about our lives.

Christians believe that Jesus is the one sent by God, the only Son, to fulfil Israel’s mission to the world. He showed his complete and unconditional commitment to bring justice and mercy to our sinful world by his death on the cross. But Jesus’ death was not just a heroic act of self-sacrifice, of giving his life out of love for us. As his resurrection revealed, it is a passage to a new and everlasting life that he invites us to share even now through the gift of the Holy Spirit. This is a grace or power that enables us to live a life of love and to build a just and merciful society

Another important theme that courses through the Bible is what I would call the distorted perception of reality. The Bible virtually begins with it in the Garden Story. This seemingly simple story tackles a key challenge that all human beings face: to accept being a creature rather than try to become the creator. God instructs the couple that they may eat any tree but one. All relationships operate within appropriate boundaries or frameworks and within the story this instruction establishes the appropriate boundary. The temptation is to cross it on our terms (eat the fruit of the tree) in the belief that we will then be in control (you will be like God). This is the dream of the modern consumer: unlimited supply that will satisfy any demand. The irony is that the couple end up erecting all kinds of barriers between themselves (hiding their nakedness behind fig leaves) and God (hiding from God among the trees). Same God and same couple, but what was seen beforehand as good (God, themselves) is now seen as evil and to be feared. This distorted perception occurs in the Gospels where one group who see Jesus heal someone proclaim it as a work of God, whereas another group, seeing the same thing, claim it is a work of the devil. With such a distorted perception of reality, how can human beings establish true justice and mercy? But God is good and loyal and comes to restore our true perception of things, and so we have the story of Israel culminating in the figure of Jesus. In a definitive response to the serpent’s bogus claim ‘eat this and you will be like God’ Jesus proclaims ‘those who eat my flesh and drink my blood have eternal life’. In an echo of Genesis 1:26, we will finally be remade in the image and likeness of our just and merciful God.

Hopefully, these few introductory remarks and the reflections that follow will be of some use to readers who celebrate the Lord’s day, whether as preachers in the liturgy who need to prepare a homily, or worshippers in our Churches who listen to the readings. They may also be of some use to any who are curious about what the Bible has to say to our world.


1. I am grateful to Dr Gerard Kelly, President of the Catholic Institute of Sydney and editor of ACR, for inviting me to do the reflections.

2. On storytelling for example, see Antony F Campbell ‘The Storyteller’s Role: Reported Story and Biblical Text’, Catholic Biblical Quarterly 64 (2002) 427–41.

3. YHWH is the unvocalised version of the divine name revealed to Moses in Exod 3:15. It may have been vocalised in biblical times as Yahweh. An abbreviated version occurs in ‘alleluia’ (‘praise Yah’). In deference to Jewish practice of not pronouncing or writing the vocalised version, it is normally translated as ‘Lord’ or written as above (the so-called Tetragrammaton or four-letters).


Introduction to the Gospel of Mark
(for Year B)



The Gospel of Mark is the shortest and, in the opinion of many, the earliest, even though it is customarily listed second after Matthew. It is thought to have been composed in the 70’s CE by a disciple of Peter and may have originated in Rome. It is also thought to have provided the basis for Matthew and Luke’s more expansive versions. Its style is crisp to the point of being cryptic; its author is adept at constructing powerful scenes with an economy of words.

In order to get some grasp of a whole such as a Gospel we need to identify its constituent parts. I will provide a brief outline of what I regard are the constituent parts of the Gospel and how its message unfolds, bearing in mind that readers’ identification of parts and their relationship to the whole vary: we tend to see things from somewhat different angles.

What we might call the Gospel’s prologue in 1:1–13 portrays John the Baptist proclaiming the coming of Jesus and then baptising him: there is no birth narrative in Mark. According to 1:14–15, the ministry of Jesus commenced after the arrest of John (a foreshadowing of the fate in store for Jesus himself). In my estimation, Mark presents the life and ministry of Jesus in three main stages. There is the initial stage that runs from 1:16 to 8:21 and is located around the sea of Galilee; the second stage runs from 8:22 to the end of ch 10 and involves Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem and the climax of his ministry. The third stage, from 11:1 to 15:47 tells of his ministry in Jerusalem culminating in the account of his passion and death. Some analysts prefer to break this into two sections, the account of his ministry in Jerusalem in 11:1–13:37, and his passion and death in chs 14–15. The Gospel originally concluded in 16:1–8 with a characteristically spare Markan account of the resurrection. This was later supplemented by 16:9–20, material drawn from other Gospels and which do not appear in the earliest manuscripts of Mark.


A closer look at the first main stage of Jesus’ ministry (1:16–8:21) suggests that it initially unfolds via a series of scenes that take place on Israel’s side of the sea of Galilee (cf 1:16; 2:13; 3:7; 4:1). These scenes tell of Jesus calling the disciples, healing the afflicted, especially those possessed by demons, of emerging conflict with Pharisees, and of a series of parables in 4:1–34 about the kingdom of God, first proclaimed by Jesus in 1:15. The mystery of the kingdom is revealed/to be revealed to the disciples but will they understand (4:11–13)? Jesus then makes a stormy journey across the sea to the other side. The sea of Galilee seems to serve both as a natural and as a symbolic boundary in the Gospel. This is Jesus’ first journey ‘outside’ Israel where he heals a deranged demoniac. As on the Israelite shore of the sea, hostility develops and Jesus is obliged to leave, but Mark leaves us with a powerful and confronting image of the former lunatic being entrusted by Jesus with a mission to the Gentiles (5:19–20). Back on the Israelite shore, Jesus performs two healings in which faith is identified as the key (5:34, 36); in contrast, those in his hometown show no faith (6:1–6a). Mark follows this with an account of the first mission of the 12 (6:6b–30); it frames the account of John’s arrest and execution, another foreshadowing of what is in store for those who follow the way of Jesus. This section ends with Mark’s first report of Jesus feeding a crowd. As Jesus can transform the sick and possessed, so he can nourish the many with a few loaves and fish.

A section involving another stormy crossing of the sea of Galilee follows, and is in turn followed by more intense disputes with Pharisees and the healing of another Gentile or foreigner: the daughter of the Syrophoenician woman. This rather tense section concludes with another account of Jesus feeding a multitude, further disputes with Pharisees, and misunderstanding by the disciples (6:45–8:21).

The second major section commences in 8:22 with the healing of a blind man. On a number of occasions in the first section people ask who Jesus is. Now, in 8:27 he asks his disciples ‘who do people say that I am’. The identity of Jesus and the nature of his mission is a key motif in Mark’s Gospel, what has been called the ‘messianic secret/mystery’. Jesus now instructs his disciples about the suffering of the ‘Son of Man’, the one who is identified as ‘my Son, the beloved’ in the transfiguration scene that follows (9:2–8). Associated with Jesus’ teaching about the fate awaiting the Son of Man, there is now a decisive move in the Gospel from Galilee to Jerusalem (10:32). As this section begins with the healing of a blind man, it ends with the healing of another blind man (Bartimaeus in 10:46–52). The implication is that the ones who are really blind are the disciples and others around Jesus, who need his healing grace in order to ‘see’ who he is. Only then can they become loyal disciples

The third major section is the account of Jesus’ ministry in Jerusalem that culminates in his death. As Jesus healed the sick and exorcised demons on his ‘way’, so he now cleanses the temple, an act that, as with his earlier cleansing ministry, triggers anger and hostility among the authorities. The remainder of Mark’s account of Jesus’ ministry in Jerusalem focuses on his teaching, in particular about the end-time; the coming of the Son of Man in power and glory to judge the earth. This section draws on Jewish apocalyptic literature with its graphic portraits of the final battle between good and evil and the triumph of good (in the figure of Jesus). The actions of Jesus and the claims he makes in his teaching drive the authorities to plot his arrest, trial and death. As they plot, Jesus gives himself to all in the eucharistic last supper with his disciples (14:17–25). A striking feature of Mark’s passion narrative is how, after the disciples have abandoned Jesus and the authorities and crowd condemned him, another outsider, the centurion, sees Jesus die and proclaims ‘Truly this man was God’s son’.

While Mark’s Gospel proclaims the resurrection there is no encounter with the risen Lord in 16:1–8. This may be, as Brendan Byrne perceptively notes, because the resurrection vindicates the Gospel claim that Jesus is the exalted Son of Man who will appear at the end time in power and glory.1	 The resurrection fuels hope in the final triumph of God’s purpose and courage to remain a loyal disciple whatever the cost.


1. Bryne, Brendan J. A Costly Freedom: A Theological Reading of Mark’s Gospel (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2008), 17.
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Reflections on Readings for Year B
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First Sunday of Advent

Isaiah 63:16–17; 19; 64:2–7; 1 Corinthians 1:3–9; Mark 13:33–37



Just when another busy year is drawing to a close and we are looking forward to the holiday season, a chance to get some rest from the busyness of our work, the Church has the cheek to present us with a Sunday Gospel about staying awake. And just when we thought how nice it will be to escape all those workplace inspections, performance indicators and best practice monitoring, Jesus warns us that the master will come at a time we do not expect and he had better not find us asleep!

If we take this reading literally we are in trouble on two counts. First, no human being can be continually ‘on the job’ without a break of some kind. We are not machines that simply need fuel to keep going around the clock. Second, to take the text literally is to turn God into a tyrant and I don’t think that is what the Bible is about.

How might we understand Jesus’ charge to ‘stay awake’ in a way that is hopefully responsible and resonates in some way with our Christian life? A clue may be found in Paul’s letter to the Corinthians where he says of Jesus, ‘he will keep you steady and without blame until the last day, the day of our Lord Jesus Christ, because God by calling you has joined you to his Son, Jesus Christ; and God is faithful’. This bond between Jesus and ourselves enables us to be faithful as God is faithful, that is, to be loyal to God as God is loyal to us—in Gospel terms, ‘to stay awake’. When speaking of the period between his earthly life and his definitive coming as the Son of Man, Jesus says that ‘it is like a man going on a journey’. Similes like this help us to appreciate something that we cannot conceptualise or describe directly, but they are limited. Jesus may not be with us as he was in his earthly life but he is very much with us in spirit. Jesus is not absent during ‘our time’, the time of the Church. His presence, his being ‘joined to us’ enables us to be loyal disciples at any stage of our life, ‘to be awake’. This doesn’t mean that we have to be continually running around, filling our days with good deeds. To attempt to do so is to try and take control, perhaps even to justify ourselves on our terms. It is the same kind of desire to be in control as affects those who try and predict the last days so that they can arrange their lives accordingly. As in all things, God does not take control of our lives but trusts us to make honest (loyal) decisions about what we can and cannot do.

Given that this is a reasonable interpretation of the charge to ‘stay awake’ we can now apply it to our lives. Rather than seeing the text as a threat, I think Jesus is teaching us something fundamental about discipleship, namely that there is no time in our lives when we cannot be faithful disciples and we should never think that there is such a time. The bond with Jesus is never broken or weakened, unless through our sins. We can be just as faithful and effective whether we are young, middle aged or old. One does not have to pass a health check to be an effective disciple; the blind, the lame, the diseased can, through the grace of Christ, be just as active a disciple as the healthiest, most vigorous and hardworking minister. Nor is there any retirement plan in Christianity; the aged, even those dying can bear powerful witness to the reality of God’s grace. In this sense, one can say there is no holiday from being a Christian. You can’t take a break from God. God is always with us, working through us to our good and that of our neighbour.

Just as we should never think that our days as disciples are past, so— the reading from Isaiah indicates—we should never think that the time for repentance and God’s forgiveness is past. The author of this passage reviews Israel’s long history of infidelity with brutal honesty. But he does not distance himself from his flawed ancestors, instead he stands with them in the solidarity of sin: ‘we had long been rebels against you; we were all like men unclean’. Despite this, he has complete confidence to place himself and his people in God’s merciful hands: ‘we the clay, you the potter, we are all the work of your hand’. As we begin a new liturgical year, our readings give us the confidence to own our sinful past: it is never too late to acknowledge our sinfulness and God is merciful. At the same time, our readings encourage us that we are able to be God’s valued disciples no matter what stage of life we may find ourselves in at year’s end; in Christianity there is always more future tense than past tense.



Second Sunday of Advent

Isaiah 40:1–5, 9–11; 2 Peter 3:8–14; Mark 1:1–8



The readings for our Second Sunday of Advent are primarily about epiphany, the manifestation of the presence of God in our lives. The reading from Isaiah prophesies how God will come to deliver Israel from exile in Babylon; the first verses of Mark’s Gospel announce God’s messenger John who in turn announces the imminent appearance of Jesus. The passage from the second letter of Peter provides instructions for its readers about how to prepare for ‘the day of the Lord’.

What is striking is that each reading goes against the grain of what one might expect.

According to modern critical analysis, the reading from Isaiah commences the prophecy of the so-called ‘Second- or Deutero-Isaiah’, an individual or group that operated during the Babylonian exile, well over a century after Isaiah of Jerusalem (whose prophecies are identified throughout chapters 1–39). The picture of God’s deliverance of his people and their return to Zion evokes the grand victory processions of ancient Near Eastern conquerors. This would have warmed the hearts of Israelites, given their experience of the superpowers Egypt, Assyria, and Babylon. God will vanquish these enemies in a mighty display of divine power. But, as we come to the end of the reading, what is the nature of God’s power; how is God’s army described? It is a flock of sheep and the divine warrior is its shepherd. Instead of wielding thunderbolts, the shepherd tenderly carries lambs in his arms. Our prophet is radically rewriting the time-honoured understanding of Israel’s God as Lord of history and creation, the one who wins the battle against the rival nations of the ancient Near East and their gods. The challenge is, which understanding or description do we turn to in our times of trouble, our imprisonment? Do we pray for triumph over our enemies or for personal transformation?

The Gospel of Mark is just as radical in a somewhat different sense. John the Baptist, the voice in the wilderness, calls for repentance in preparation for the coming of one ‘who is more powerful than I’. A great crowd gathers, presumably in expectation of a dramatic manifestation of this powerful figure before which the trackless wilderness will be turned into a right royal road. But, when Jesus does arrive in the following verses of the Gospel, no one notices him as he is baptised along with all those seeking repentance and renewal. Mark does not even record that John noticed his presence, a marked contrast to the scene in Matthew. There is no clear sense that the dove descending upon him and the heavenly voice are directed to anyone else but Jesus himself. Such is how he first appears in Mark’s Gospel, as a humble pilgrim in solidarity with his brothers and sisters.

The second letter of Peter indicates that there was plenty of speculation in the early Church about the time and nature of the ‘day of the Lord’, fueled in part no doubt by reading apocalyptic literature. The author hoses down speculation about the delay of the second coming of Jesus by reminding readers that with God there is no passage of time: how can you accuse one who is outside of time of being slow or late? All the same, the author of the letter does not attempt to dilute the nature of the ‘day of the Lord’; it will be an earth shaking and shattering experience. But for believers this fearsome ‘day of the Lord’ is not a day to fear and if possible avoid but one to long for because it is the beginning of the ‘new heavens and new earth’, the triumph of God’s saving purpose and the definitive establishment of righteousness and peace. The eye of faith enables believers to see the imminent arrival of all that is best for human life whereas others see only the end of their selfish and therefore distorted idea of life.

As we prepare for Christmas, we can bring these two sharply contrasting images together by contemplating a baby whose humble birth sets the heavens (in Luke’s Gospel) rejoicing.
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