17th Sunday Ordinary Time (C) 


07/24/2016

Johan Bojer, in the novel, The Great Hunger, tells about a newcomer who comes to a farm community.  He refuses all friendship with his neighbors and puts out a no trespassing sign.  One day a little child from the town climbs underneath his fence to pet his dog.  The vicious animal leaps on her and kills her.
Immediately hostility spreads throughout the community.  When the newcomer comes to town, no one will speak to him.  Clerks refuse to wait on him.  Spring comes and the merchants refuse to sell him seed.  Finally, the father of the little girl who was killed comes to his farm and sows his field.  This act of kindness is too much for the insufferable newcomer.  He asks, ‘Why you of all people?’  The father responds, ‘To keep God alive in my heart.’
When Israel reflects upon their time in Egypt, they recognize that they had initially been received with hospitality and mercy.  This is found in the story about Joseph.  Israel and his family are invited to share in the bounty that is found in Egypt.  Then, the story tells us, a new pharaoh comes into power and the hospitality and mercy shown to Israel is no longer remembered.  Israel is enslaved and is forced into servile labor.


Israel continues their reflections in today’s story from Genesis.  The reading is a completion of the story began last weekend, and once again hospitality and mercy are the topics under consideration.  

Israel comes to the conclusion that respect and freedom are the children of hospitality and mercy.  Abraham greets the strangers hospitably, offering them water for their feet, shade against the heat, food and water to sustain them.  Abraham freely offers as he freely receives from God.  Abraham respects as God respects him.

This weekend’s reading from Genesis takes this way of relating to a new level.  The freedom that Abraham demonstrates by repeatedly seeking mercy for those who are enemies of Israel’s way of life is unprecedented.  The people who are living in Sodom and Gomorrah (in the eyes of Israel) are similar to the people of Babylon (who has exiled Israel), and before them, Egypt.

The commonalities are many, and – the writers of Genesis say – the necessity to relate with hospitality and mercy, respect and freedom are not negated by the brutality, racism, or arrogance of Israel’s captors.

Violence evokes violence until the hospitality found in nonviolence is experienced and offered.  Violence elicits violence until the mercy found in nonviolence evokes compassion toward others.  Violence erupts into violence until respect found in nonviolence is offered and shared.  Violence demands violence until the freedom found in nonviolence transforms us and leads us to offer freedom to others too.
Jesus reminds us in today’s Gospel from Luke that if we want to keep God alive in [our] hearts we too must offer hospitality and mercy, respect and freedom to others; and especially to those we feel have greatly injured us.
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