FOURTEENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘C’

The story goes that an old man in India sat down in the shade of an ancient tree whose roots disappeared far away in a swamp.  Suddenly he sensed a commotion where the roots entered the water.   He noticed how a scorpion had become helplessly entangled in the roots.  The old man made his way carefully along the tops of the roots to the place where the scorpion was trapped.  He reached down to free it.  But each time he touched the scorpion it lashed his hand with its tail, stinging him painfully. 

Finally, his hand was so swollen he could not longer close his fingers, so he withdrew to the shade of the tree to wait for the swelling to go down.  As he arrived at the trunk, he saw a young man standing above him on the road, laughing at him.  “You’re a fool,” said the young man, “wasting your time trying to help a scorpion that can only do you harm.”  The old man replied, “Just because it is in the nature of the scorpion to sting, should I change my nature, which is to cure?”

In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus makes it clear that the primary mission of his disciples is to cure the way he cured – despite the scorpion’s sting, despite the howling of the wolves.  The disciples were to follow their nature; they were to bring peace to all who would accept peace, and they were to preach that the kingdom of God was at hand.

French playwright and human rights activist Victor Hugo once said, “There is one thing stronger than all the armies in the world: an idea whose time has come.  Jesus came among us with such an idea.  It can be distilled into seven short words: “The Kingdom of God is at hand.”

You may think this is strange of me, but the Gospel story of Jesus appointing and sending seventy-two others whom he sent ahead of him to every town and place he intended to visit reminded me of RAGBRAI.  These seventy-two are actually the third wave of people whom Jesus sends out ahead of him: he has sent his apostles on missionary journeys; last week he sent messengers ahead of him into Samaria; and now he sends seventy-two disciples in pairs to every town and place he intended to visit.  They are to cure the sick wherever they are received and say to them, “The kingdom of God is at hand for you.”

I have never ridden in RAGBRAI.  I considered it the first year it was announced but could not interest anyone in joining me.  That was lucky for me, because I was riding a three-speed Sears I had bought for $65.00.  

But I have lived in two towns that have hosted an overnight of RAGBRAI – Marshalltown some years back and, more recently, Hampton.  I know that it has a staff that works year-round to develop a route for the following year, finding towns along the way willing to host the riders overnight.   Once a town or city accepts being a host, staffers work with local leaders to lay the groundwork for the overnight.  I recall the meetings and press releases and other publicity, and I notice that Waterloo at this time is very anxious about finding sufficient accommodations for the overnight in their city.

In general, the almost forty RAGBRAI’s have been success stories.  Riders and hosts have many happy memories and stories to share.  Like any gathering of 12,000-15,000 visitors, there will be reports of illicit drugs and sex, as well as excessive alcoholic consumption.  I do not mean to equate RAGBRAI with the Kingdom of God or canonize it.  But I do think it is a contemporary example of something stronger than all the armies in the world: an idea whose time has come.

The commission that the seventy-two received in today’s Gospel is the commission each of us received in our Baptism.  We have the responsibility to bring the Gospel message to the ends of the earth, and are empowered by our Baptism to bring healing and peace.  The primary mission of disciples of Jesus is to cure the way Jesus cured.  We are to be messengers of peace and of joy, confusing non-believers because we find reason to hope in the face of whatever difficulty that is beyond our control.  The witness of our faith will serve to dispose the lost and the suffering to welcome and receive Jesus.

As disciples, we must be careful to not get caught up in the power of God working through us.  Our focus needs to be on where we are going, rather than on any accomplishment that might be attributed to us.  We can expect rejection, but we must continue to proclaim, and manifest peace, hope, and joy.  The reason for our joy is not what we are achieving but, rather, because we have been baptized; our name is written in Heaven.

The commission of discipleship is for our whole community.  In order to survive, to live out this difficult and challenging commission, we need to depend upon each other for support, hospitality, and kindness, just as a community that receives RAGBRAI exchanges support, hospitality, and kindness.

Living our commission to be a disciple of Jesus is unique to each one of us, according to our vocation, career, and stage of life.  I give a special priority to preparing and preaching homilies because, even though I am your pastor full-time, I am not going to have any more opportunities to touch the lives of most of you for another week.  You, in turn, have your lives to live, and I believe that it is my responsibility to encourage you to put forth your best efforts to live as disciples of Jesus, in accord with God’s Holy Word.  Together, each in our on unique way, we have the responsibility to bring the Gospel message to the ends of the earth.  

