18th Sunday Ordinary Time (B)


08/01/2021
The people coming out of the Egyptian slavery are used to being indebted to the oligarchy of Pharaoh.  Receiving freely, without expectation of repayment and not being indebted to anyone, is new to them, and they have trouble adjusting.  Further, they have difficulty receiving only enough food for the day and not have something in reserve.  Keeping reserves seems to be an instinct that develops in people, and becomes equated with survival and affluence.

The Egyptian system was like most oligarchies control food and water (and other necessities) to indebt people.  The Pharaoh, for example, extracts grain from people by convincing them that they need to be afraid of drought.  The people, who sustain themselves by what they produce, feel that Pharaoh – who tells the people that God foretells such a drought – extracts grain from the people and stores the grain in silos.  The extraction causes the people to have less to eat.  Then, Pharaoh makes the people pay for grain that the people have produced.  In this way, the Egyptian system (and other oligarchies since) makes the poor poorer and finally completely dependent upon the system.  The people are caught in a descending spiral and are no longer free. They are slaves.

Once in the desert, the previous system stops working.  God extracts nothing.  Rather, God freely provides for the people’s needs by inviting them into a covenant of neighbors.  The people are indebted to no one.  The people struggle with this new way of life.  When God provides them bread to eat, instinctively they collect more than they can eat and try to store it.  The bread rots.  They complain that freedom is overrated and they long for the system that indebted them.

We, like the people freed from slavery in Egypt, also struggle with freedom.  Some prefer the slavery and indebtedness found in a religion that encourages a business relationship with each other and with God.  Sacraments stop being concern for neighbors and morph into legal transactions that require predetermined criteria that indebt us.  But, legal transactions, we think, can be stored and kept in reserve for when we need them.
Jesus reveals to his disciples that he agrees with the covenant of neighbors and then goes further, by including our enemies as our neighbors.  He teaches us to pray, ‘Forgive us our debt as we forgive the debt of others.’  There is no indebting in the Kingdom of God.  The system of extraction does not work in a system of concern for others.
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