THE SYNAGOGUE AT CAPERNAUM – DOM DAVID FOSTER

I hope that all of you are learning a lot from our friends from Chile about lectio divina.  If so you will already realise that one of the lessons from the readings today is that Jesus still talks to us, no longer in the synagogue at Capernaum but in our own hearts, and in our own families and school.  You may have already begun to listen to what he has got to say personally to you.  

I want to tell you a story; it comes from Simon Leys’ book of essays with the wonderful title: The Angel and the Octopus (pages 87- 8, paraphrased slightly).  The author was sitting in a café writing.  You can imagine the hustle and bustle; and there was a radio blaring in the corner, to which no-one was paying any attention.  He goes on: ‘Suddenly a miracle occurred.  For a reason that will forever remain mysterious, this vulgar broadcasting routine gave way to the most sublime music: the first bars of Mozart’s clarinet quintet began to flow and with serene authority filled the entire space of the café, turning it at once into an antechamber of Paradise.  But the other patrons who had been chatting, playing cards or reading the papers were not deaf at all ... to this magical irruption of a voice from heaven... (It) produced a generalised start among them – all faces turned round, frowning with puzzled concern.   Yet in a matter of seconds, to the huge relief of all, one customer resolutely stood up, walked straight to the radio, turned the knob and cut off the disquieting sound....’ switching to another station, and, as if to say ‘that’s better’, people again relaxed to more congenial noise they could comfortably ignore.  The author draws the conclusion, ‘true Philistines are not people who are incapable of recognising beauty; they recognise it all to well...’ but they want to destroy it, before it can gain a foothold in their Empire of Ugliness.

If we are going to listen to Jesus we need to find some rest from the hustle and bustle of our everyday world.  But if we do, we will also need to find some quiet from the café chatter going on in our own minds.  This is not always very easy.  One thing I find is that if we really want to listen to Jesus, he will do the quieting down.  Like the Mozart in the story.   Jesus does not raise his voice, but it is distinctive.  It comes from within, from the depths of our heart, unlike all the other noise around us.  Once we pick it out, and if we want to listen, his voice is the only one that matters, and it can still storms.  BUT: there’s always a ‘but’.  There are people who want to turn the music off, find another station or just throw the radio out of the window.  And even if we are not quite as philistine as that, there’s quite a lot in us like the others in the café, that actually feels more comfortable with the chatter.  We may be intrigued by Jesus’ words, we may be entranced; but most of us don’t like to be disturbed too much.  We perhaps do not understand at once what it all means for us.  We realise how hard it is to sit still and just listen.  We are uneasy about what Jesus is inviting us to do.  

In the Gospel today, people are entranced by Jesus’ words, and they don’t know what to make of it.  Some of them would go on listening to him over the next years, trying to understand.  But the evil spirits are in no doubt at all: Jesus of Nazareth, have you come to destroy us?  Now these evil spirits are not just hanging around like spiders in cobwebs in unvisited corners.  They have got ordinary people in their grip, like the man who made the rather unseemly disturbance in the middle of the synagogue service.  In the mind of the Gospel writer, these spirits are ruling an empire, and to some extent we are all trapped by it! –in its own way it is not too different from an Empire of Ugliness.

But if we listen, and let ourselves be entranced, Jesus can show us the path to freedom and the life of the Holy Spirit.  He can teach us; he can heal us; he can give us inspiration and guidance for our lives.  Above all he can teach us to live in hope rather than fear.  And this is the most important thing; only hope makes change and transformation possible; only in hope can we begin to grow to our full stature as human beings, people who can thrive as friends of our Lord.   When people were struck by Jesus as a person who taught with authority, it was not because of any degrees or dog collar; Jesus taught with the authority of a friend we know we can trust, someone who helps us feel in some way better, bigger, in whose company there is simply so much more to life.

So I pray that we will all go on listening to Jesus, that we will learn to feed on his words, and let him guide us on the path to his Kingdom.  Amen.

