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The necessity of old wine
https://chnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/1909nwslttr 

By Marcus Grodi, September 2019, Coming Home Newsletter
Our Lord told a parable that appears in all three Synoptic Gospels, which suggests its importance. Only the Mark passage occurs in the Sunday Lectionary readings for Mass, each year during Ordinary time, while all three occur in the readings for weekday Masses. In every Sunday Mass there are readings from the Old Testament, a Psalm, and a New Testament Epistle, along with the Gospel reading, while every weekday has one less reading besides the Gospel. The Church strongly encourages homilies to focus on the Gospel passage, with perhaps references to and support from the other readings. Nonetheless — and here’s the point of my article — in the twenty-six-plus years I’ve been a Catholic, I’ve yet to hear a homily on this important Gospel parable. In every instance, the homilist has avoided the Gospel, and either focused on one of the other readings, or delivered a message on a completely unrelated subject. Why is it that this important parable seems to be avoided?
First, let’s look at the parable, with which I’m sure you are all familiar, as told by St. Mark: “No one puts new wine into old wineskins; if he does, the wine will burst the skins, and the wine is lost, and so are the skins; but new wine is for fresh skins” (Mk 2:22). As you hear this parable, what do you think it means? Why do you think Jesus taught it to the men who one day would lead His Church? With so many other parables, some of which only occur in one or two of the Gospels, why do you think all the Synoptic Gospel writers included this particular parable? And, finally, what might Jesus have been saying for the Church He will establish in His Apostles through this parable? I believe a wrong interpretation of this parable is why homilists avoid it like the plague. Throughout the history of the Church, schismatics, heretics, dissenters, and, specifically, Protestants have used this parable to justify their actions in bringing what they believed to be “new wine” into “fresh skins” while rejecting what they believed to be the dead, “old wineskins” of the Church. Many interpreters have identified this “new wine” with new ideas, directions, vigor, even new, enthusiastic life in the Spirit, and the rediscovery of long forgotten truths, all to supplant the dead “old wineskin” ideas, directions, structures, and lifeless apathy of, not just the Catholic Church, but of whatever church they feel the need from which to cut their cable. And if you look back and reread this parable, you probably can see just how it might be taken that way. I daresay, however, that Our Lord and His agrarian audience would have certainly understood this parable differently. First, it’s important to recognize that in the mind and life of agrarian people, Jesus was not talking about making “new wine,” but about the annual process of producing and preserving “old wine.” This distinction is made by St. Luke, who was likely writing later to a Gentile, less agrarian culture, when he added to this parable, “And no one after drinking old wine desires new; for he says, ‘The old is good’” (Lk 5:39). Producing good “old wine” from “new wine” was an annual labor-intensive process. In the fall and spring, grape vines were pruned and nurtured (cf. John 15) so that they would produce their annual yield of grapes. These were then harvested by hand, gathered into vats, and then crushed and strained, producing “new wine,” or what we moderns call “unfermented grape juice.” To change this “new wine” into good “old wine” required vessels that could withstand the expansive process of fermentation. In came the use of fresh, new wine skins, which required the annual labor of raising sheep or goats. Every year in preparation for the grape harvest, the skin of a slaughtered sheep or goat was made into a wineskin and the expandable “new wineskin” was ready for the fermentation of “new wine” into good “old wine.” Once fermented, the good “old wine” could be left in the newly expanded “old wineskin,” or even stored in other already expanded “old wineskins” or, if available, clay jars. The point is that this was all a part of a continuous process of their lives, that repeated itself every year, which made complete sense to Our Lord’s agrarian audience. Jesus was not so much making a point about new versus old wine or wineskins; rather He was playing the G.K. Chesterton of his day, appealing to their basic common sense. To put unfermented new wine in already expanded old wineskins was as obviously ridiculous as planting one’s fields first, and then plowing. Or, to use a modern analogy, one would not fill an already expanded JiffyPop aluminum foil pan with unpopped popcorn, and then place it on the stove. Get my drift? So why specifically was Jesus telling this parable? To further clarify, it’s essential to interpret this parable in its preceding context, as related by all three Synoptic Gospels: Now John’s disciples and the Pharisees were fasting; and people came and said to him, “Why do John’s disciples and the disciples of the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?” And Jesus said to them, “Can the wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with them? As long as they have the bridegroom with them, they cannot fast. The days will come, when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast in that day.” 
“No one sews a piece of unshrunk cloth on an old garment; if he does, the patch tears away from it, the new from the old, and a worse tear is made” (Mk 2:18-21). Working backwards, we see that the parable about mending an old garment is exactly like the parable about producing old wine.

Rather than expanding an old wineskin, a new, unshrunk patch will shrink and further tear an old garment. Combined with the other parable, a key element arises: the parables are actually not about new or old wine, or unshrunk or shrunk patches, but about preserving a good, but slightly damaged, already shrunken old garment and a good, yet already expanded, old wineskin. This is why St. Mark emphasizes that, “the wine will burst the skins, and the wine is lost, and so are the skins.” The primary concern is the bursting and loss of the skins. This is where so many commentators over the centuries have gotten these parables wrong. They begin by assuming that old garments and old wineskins are bad, disposable, and must be replaced by new garments and new wineskins, but this has nothing to do with what Jesus taught. The people of Our Lord’s day were likely the ancient predecessors of modern hoarders — they would never think of throwing out a comfortable old garment or a well-used, carefully preserved wineskin. Moving to the opening story, we encounter a question about fasting: “Why aren’t your disciples fasting like ours? Or even John’s! Why your apparent disrespect for our traditions?” Jesus answered with the first of essentially three interconnected parables, again with Chestertonian common sense: “As everyone knows, yes, you don’t celebrate until the Bridegroom arrives. Duh! But once he comes, it’s time to celebrate!” So what was Jesus trying to tell the Pharisees? What was He hoping they just might possibly see? It wasn’t about fasting, or mending clothing, or producing wine; it was about something far more simple, yet far, far more complex — something only grace could help them see. For standing right before them — in their very presence — was the very Bridegroom for whom they had long been waiting! All the prophetic promises, passed down and preserved in the precious old wineskins of their faith, had now been fulfilled in their midst. This was about the newness of everything in Him, for the old wineskins of their traditions were not being cast aside, but fulfilled in Him. As long as they could only see Jesus as a self-proclaimed upstart, a blasphemous usurper, they could not recognize Him as the long awaited Bridegroom; to them He was nothing more than an unshrunken patch, a mere taste of new wine, that could be nothing but a threat to the precious old garment and old wineskin of their Faith! But, on the other hand, Jesus wanted them to see that He was not new at all, but the very Ancient of Days, the Lord of Lords, the long awaited Bridegroom, the very already-shrunken patch needed to restore the Kingdom — but not the Kingdom or even the wedding feast they had expected. This is where the necessity of new wineskins for transforming new wine into old comes into play, and, more specifically, the necessity of first shrinking new patches before they can be used to repair already shrunken old garments. These parables were not about new versus old Church ideas, traditions, rituals, and liturgies. Jesus was preparing His disciples for the ongoing process of producing mature Christian members for the Body of Christ out of new converts — of producing spiritually mature Christians out of “unspiritual” or “natural” men, out of men and women that the Holy Spirit had led to declare “Jesus as Lord” (1 Cor 12:3). This is precisely what Saint Paul explained to the Corinthian Christians: When I came to you, brethren, I did not come proclaiming to you the testimony of God in lofty words or wisdom. For I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified … The unspiritual man does not receive the gifts of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned … But I, brethren, could not address you as spiritual men, but as men of the flesh, as babes in Christ. I fed you with milk, not solid food; for you are still of the flesh (1 Cor 2:1-2; 3:1-3a). The author of the Book of Hebrews also referenced this process, implying that many of the good “old wine” mature Christians had digressed in their knowledge and practice of the Faith, and needed to return to the formation of their original “new wineskin” catechesis: For though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you again the first principles of God’s word. You need milk, not solid food; for everyone who lives on milk is unskilled in the word of righteousness, for he is a child. But solid food is for the mature, for those who have their faculties trained by practice to distinguish good from evil. Therefore, let us leave the elementary doctrine of Christ and go on to maturity, not laying again a foundation of repentance from dead works and of faith toward God, with instructions about ablutions, the laying on of hands, the resurrection of the dead, and eternal judgement (Hebrews 5:12-6:2). In other words, the “new wine” of the Church are her new members, new believers, who need to go through a time of catechetical instruction (a time of “new wineskins”) about the basics or “milk” of the faith. Since the earliest days of the Church, this has evolved into a special time of catechetical training to prepare new members for Baptism and then reception into the Church. A time when, under the continuing tutelage of the Church, this new, unspiritual wine can be changed, by grace, into old mature spiritual wine, equipped to be teachers — “new wineskins” — for the training of new members: new wine in new wineskins constantly and continuously becoming good old wine in the old mature wineskin of the Church. So what’s so hazardous about putting “new wine” in “old wine - skins” and why might this destroy both? Saint Paul also discussed this: “The saying is sure: If any one aspires to the office of bishop, he desires a noble task … [h]e must not be a recent convert, or he may be puffed up with conceit and fall into the condemnation of the devil” (1 Tim 3:1, 6). New converts must be given time to mature before they are allowed into positions of leadership, for many reasons. As Richard Baxter wrote in his ad 1650 classic treatise, The Reformed Pastor, addressing the corruption in the century old Anglican Church: Alas! it is the common danger and calamity of the Church, to have unregenerate and inexperienced pastors, and to have so many men become preachers before they are Christians; who are sanctified by dedication to the altar as the priests of God, before they are sanctified by hearty dedication as the disciples of Christ (The Banner of Truth Trust, reprinted 1979, p. 56). So what about that piece of “unshrunk cloth on an old gar - ment”? If you will, this refers to the necessary process of grow - ing in humility, of being “shrunk,” for an unspiritual, immature Christian can be unsuspectedly susceptible to the temptations of the devil, and a source of great upheaval in the Church. 
These parables are about responding to grace, opening our hearts to the truth of Jesus Christ, and the Church He gave us, guided by the Holy Spirit — the process of continual conversion in which we are changed from “new,” unfermented, immature, unshrunken babes in Christ to “old” mature, humble replicas of Jesus Himself. All of this to emphasize that we need to pray for our Church leaders, for Pope Francis, for our bishops, priests, deacons, catechists, liturgists, for all new members of the Church, actually for all of us. Any one of us — at any level of the Church — can take our faith, and our vocations, for granted; we can digress from being mature, good “old wine,” partakers of solid spiritual food in the trustworthy “old wineskin” of the Church, into becoming immature, unspiritual, “new wine,” “puffed up with conceit,” and in danger of falling “into the condemnation of the devil”; in need once again of the basic milk of re-formation — not Reformation of the Church (as Luther thought) but the reformation of ourselves. May we grow by grace to become shrunken patches, able to humbly assist in the authentic renewal of the Church, rather than unshrunken, self-assured, “all-knowing,” “new patches” with novel new ideas, whereby, in the end, through our well-meaning efforts, “a worse tear is made.”
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