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Dear Sisters and Brothers, today’s readings really challenge us to consider the relationship between chosenness and inclusion. In the first reading from Numbers, we see how God chose to share the Spirit of prophecy bestowed on Moses with the 70 Elders gathered by Moses in the Tent of Meeting. It seems that two of the elders, Eldad and Medad, missed the meeting in the Tent, but were nevertheless endowed by God with the same Spirit. Joshua, an elder who eventually became leader at Moses’ death, criticized the inclusion of the two missing elders, but Moses rejected that criticism, saying “If only all God’s people were prophets….if only God would bestow the Spirit on them all!” 


And James, in the second reading, warns the rich and influential members of his Christian community of the ultimate futility of their wealth and possessions, and he makes clear that any attempt to take advantage of those less powerful will bring condemnation and judgment from God. A powerful statement about equality and inclusion!

Then, our gospel passage reveals John complaining to Jesus that someone who does not belong to their group of disciples is expelling demons. John evidently sees this as a threat to Jesus’ ministry as a healer as well as to their identity as his group of disciples – one might even say their ‘brand!”.  Jesus replies, “Don’ stop him! Anyone who is not against us is with us.” He goes on to admonish his disciples, warning that falling into squabbles and divisions will cause people who hear his message to be discouraged and disheartened. Jesus makes it clear that his ministry is all about building the reign of God which is a community of justice and peace, bringing people together in hope. 


And so, we see in the juxtaposition of these readings, the church’s awareness that from earliest times, there was a tendency for the Christian community to have some members who considered themselves more gifted by the Spirit than others; a tendency to exclusivity; a tendency to prefer, shall we say, more senior or moe prominent members for positions of power? It seems to me that some things never change! And for that reason, the church is ever struggling to live the gospel for which Jesus gave his life – which calls for followers of Jesus to be peaceful and purposeful, having an attitude of service and inclusion and sacrifice one for another. The gospel of Jesus demands that his followers eschew considerations of who is the greatest, and that leaders practice diakonia (a leadership of service and of empowerment of every member involved in the community’s work). The work of the gospel is based on love and collaboration, not power and domination. Yet so much of the church’s work over time of “spreading the gospel’ has been immersed in conquering other cultures, domination and power. In our own time, we are witnessing leadership in our church that is totally operating out of a dominator model of decision-making which hamstrings the priests and ministers at the local level, and completely dishonors the leadership gifts of all who are not ordained. 

Pope Francis has called for a Synod to discuss and implement a new model – a modeln he calls synodality. He believes this can be done through the usual synodal preparation process, with local bishops consulting with the people of their dioceses before coming together in synod. He has expressly called for a consultation that includes the voices of all Catholics, even those who no longer participate at the institutional level. The question is, how will Pope Francis’ plan work when canon law expressly says that bishops are free to choose their own advisors, with no accountability to anyone for their choices? Pope Francis’ desires notwithstanding, canon law and the management style of the Roman Curia enable this behavior. The question is “Is there any chance that the upcoming synod will be any different vis-à-vis the sensus fidelium (the wisdom of the people)? 

There is good news to report. A recent lay-led synod (initiated by women) in Bristol England included some powerful speakers – women and men - who indicated that there are ways we the people can make our voices heard. The synod document was prepared by many people over the period of a year. These folks include many who are well versed in canon law and theology and church history. The document is known as the Bristol Text. It calls for changes in the governance of the church that empower the voices of the non-ordained. It will soon be available in printed form, and I think we should all read it and discuss it very prayerfully. At the Bristol gathering, very practical and clear statements were made by numerous speakers. Former President of Ireland, Mary McAleese, who is also a canon lawyer trained in Rome, declared that Pope Francis’s desires notwithstanding, there is no such thing as synodality without freedom of speech. McAleese said that canon law must recognize the human rights of church members.” While the pope has set his terms for participation in synodality, we now set out our own terms.” Her exact words! Recognition of the equality of all church members is a pre-requisite. The people of the church must insist on an open agenda for the synod. People cannot accept just talking among themselves, but must insist on a mechanism for having their voices heard, and not stripped away by what she referred to as silent sanitizing of the local level input by the Roman authorities . McAleese called for structural change through change in canon law since what we preach as gospel is not what we do as church! She did point out however that Canon 212.3 says that the Catholic people have the right to manifest to their sacred pastors and to each other their views on matters important to the life of the church. Canons concerning clergy as “rulers of the church” must be revisited and revised.

Speaker and author James Carroll called the Lay Synod’s document, the Bristol Text, a gift to the entire church. It came about, he said, because we believe we are capable of doing more. We believe in God, and we know our church is not GOD! Carroll reminded us that the institutional church has the capability to move the agenda of justice and peace forward in the world if only we live it out ourselves; and that is why the struggle to reform the institution matters so much. He believes firmly that we, whom he calls the “exiles,” the ones who keep the lamp of the tradition burning through Catholic communities of faith and witness outside the diocesan system,  - we will become the CORE of the emerging anti-clericalist church. The future church will be governed and served by the People of God.

And that takes us back to what we heard in today’s readings about the gospel version of who among God’s people can be prophets – who among God’s people can be leaders. Let us be watchful and prayerful, reading about and studying this new movement of the Spirit, and let us see how we can participate.
Amen.
