NINETEENTH SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME [C]

The Gospel tells us to keep awake for Jesus’ return.   The first Christians, inspired by the wording of this Gospel, felt sure that this return of Jesus would be during the night.

Appropriately, therefore, the First Reading speaks of a holy night:  the night of the Passover and the deliverance of the Israelites from Egypt.

The original account of this great event is in the Book of Exodus.  The Book of Wisdom is a much later compilation (probably as late as the 1st. century BC);  it was written probably at Alexandria in Egypt to keep the Jewish community there faithful to their traditions and their religion in the midst of a Greek-inspired culture which threatened to engulf them.   The last chapters of the book recall the events of sacred history when God saved his people.

The “ancestors” (the patriarchs:  Abraham, Isaac and Jacob) were already aware that God’s deliverance would take place.   In this way the promise that they would be fathers of many generations was going to be fulfilled.

When the people of Israel were freed from Egypt by night, and the first-born of the Egyptians were destroyed (Exodus 12), they duly offered the “sacrifice in secret”, the Passover meal which they had been told to prepare.   The Passover gathered them in unity to share the road of pilgrimage to the Promised Land, and their first act of worship was to “sing the praises of the fathers”, i.e. to praise the memory of the patriarchs who had led the people in earlier times.
Second Reading:  We have now concluded St. Paul’s letter to the Colossians, and for four weeks we read from the latter part of the Letter to the Hebrews, a substantial work of 13 chapters almost certainly not written by Paul.   The unknown author addresses himself to Jewish converts to Christianity who may, in particular, have felt nostalgic about some of the features of their former religion, such as worship in the Jerusalem Temple (the Temple was in any case destroyed by the Romans in 70AD).    The author therefore stresses the primacy of faith, and also says that Christ is the new high priest replacing the priestly system of ancient Israel.   The new converts lack nothing, he says;  rather, they have stepped up to a higher good.

Faith is only faith when its object is invisible.  The author gives many examples of Old Testament faith, notably Abraham and his wife Sarah, who left their original land at God’s command, and trusted that many generations would come from them, even though they were aged and seemed unable to have children.   The supreme example of Abraham’s faith is that having unexpectedly received a child (Isaac), he is then ready to sacrifice him at God’s command, though God stays his hand [Genesis 22];  he totally trusts in God’s good purposes.   Other examples of faith in the ancient history of the Bible (Abel, Enoch, Noah) are given, but not included in our extract.

All of these people had faith in a “homeland” which they were journeying towards;  not their original native land, to which they could have returned had they been weak-willed, but the land of heaven.
