SEVENTEENTH SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME [C]

In the Gospel, Jesus stresses the need for persistence in prayer.

In the Old Testament parallel [First Reading], we are given an example of persistence:  Abraham’s ‘bargaining’ with God over the fate of the wicked cities Sodom and Gomorrah.

The land was not big enough to support both Abraham and his nephew Lot, and Lot had been invited to choose his portion, after which Abraham would take his.  Lot decided for the land of the Plain (round the Dead Sea), including Sodom and Gomorrah, the wickedness of whose inhabitants was beyond description.   God decided to destroy those cities, Lot being given the opportunity to flee with all his family, provided they did not look back (Lot’s wife did look back, and became a pillar of salt).

Abraham is concerned about the fate of any just people who may happen to live in the wicked cities.   He is not so much pleading that the cities be spared, as pressing his wish to be sure that God distinguishes properly between the just and the unjust.  Two men (our reading “the men”) – angels of God – have gone off to inspect the cities and Abraham, treading very carefully for he is dealing with God, takes the opportunity to indulge in some typical ‘Oriental haggling’.   Will God spare the cities if there are fifty just men there?  Forty five?  Forty?  And so on down to ten.

Second Reading:   We continue the letter to the Colossians.   Paul, having warned the community there to be wary of false teachers, reasserts the truth of Christ, in particular Christ’s ‘justifying’ of humans by dying out of love for us all.

In baptism, Christians share in Christ’s burial (the same imagery is used in the Letter to the Romans and derives from the practice of baptism by total immersion).   Baptism brings union with Christ, and with this union comes forgiveness of sins.

Our sins constituted a debt which we had to repay (in the form of a written note, an IOU, as Paul’s imagery has it).   Christ has taken this note and cancelled it.   He has nailed it to the Cross (in reference to the label affixed by Pilate to the Cross:  “This is Jesus the King of the Jews”).
