SIXTEENTH SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME [C]

The Gospel today relates the occasion when Jesus came to the house of Martha and Mary, and Martha was upset because Mary, intent on listening to Jesus, would not help with the serving.

The Old Testament parallel which has been chosen [First Reading] describes the arrival of God at Abraham’s tent to announce to him and to his aged wife Sarah that they would have a son.   Despite their years, a child will be born (Isaac) and thus God’s promise would be fulfilled:  Abraham would have numerous descendants.

‘God’ is described now as three angels, now as one [“they asked him …”, “his guest said …”].   Christianity has taken this up as an image of the Trinity, one God in three persons, and thus it appears in Andrei Rublev’s famous icon of the three angels sitting contemplatively round the chalice placed on a table. 

The divine guest(s) says nothing while Abraham has a meal prepared – a calf, loaves and cream, nothing just heated up in the microwave, clearly – but then come questions, and the promise of an heir.   Sarah laughs when she hears she will have a son [not in our extract], and this is the origin of the name ‘Isaac’ (=”she laughed”).

Second Reading:   We continue St. Paul’s letter to the Colossians.   As in other letters, Paul stresses that he is a genuine apostle before proceeding to give his advice and teaching.   His genuineness is shown by what he has suffered for the Gospel.   His words “I make up all that has still to be undergone by Christ for the sake of his body, the Church” have caused some puzzlement, for surely Christ’s sufferings are complete in themselves?   Not so, says Paul, for Christ continues to suffer in all his members.   If Christians reject necessary suffering, they are thus belittling Christ.   “Christ is in agony until the end of the age” [Pascal].

What Paul preaches is the “mystery” of Christ.   For pagan religions, the “mystery” was something revealed only to the inner circle of initiates, but for Christians the “mystery” is the life, death and resurrection of Christ.   It is open to all who are equipped with the gift of faith, Jew and pagan alike.   Paul’s apostolic task is to teach the truth of this mystery, and Christian disciples likewise have the duty of passing it on to others.

