Sun, Jul 12, 2020

15th Sunday in Ordinary Time

Isa 55:10-11

Ps 65:10, 11, 12-13, 14

Rom 8:18-23

Matt 13:1-23 or Matt 13:1-9

A reading from the prophet Isaiah
55:10-11
Thus says the Lord: 'As the rain and the snow come down from the heavens and do not return without watering the earth, making it yield and giving growth to provide seed for the sower and bread for the eating, so the word that goes from my mouth does not return to me empty, without carrying out my will and succeeding in what it was sent to do.' The word of the Lord.

R
Some seed fell into rich soil and produced its crop.
You care for the earth, give it water, you fill it with riches.

Your river in heaven brims over to provide its grain. I?

2
And thus you provide for the earth; you drench its furrows,

you level it, soften it with showers, you bless its growth. 
3
You crown the year with your goodness. 

Abundance flows in your steps,

in the pastures of the wilderness it flows. 
4
The hills are girded with joy, the meadows covered with flocks, the valleys are decked with wheat. They shout for joy, yes, they sing. 
A reading from the letter of St Paul to the Romans 8;18-23
I think that what we suffer in this life can never be compared to the glory, as yet unrevealed, which is waiting for us. The whole creation is eagerly waiting for God to reveal his sons. It was not for any fault on the part of creation that it was made unable to attain its purpose, it was made so by God; but creation still retains the hope of being freed, like us, from its slavery to decadence, to enjoy the same freedom and glory as the children of God. From the beginning till now the entire creation, as we know, has been groaning in one great act of giving birth; and not only creation, but all of us who possess the first-fruits of the Spirit, we too groan inwardly as we wait for our bodies to be set free.  The word of the Lord.

A reading from the holy Gospel according to Matthew
13:1-23
Jesus left the house and sat by the lakeside, but such crowds gathered round him that he got into a boat and sat there. The people all stood on the beach, and he told them many things in parables.

He said, 'Imagine a sower going out to sow. As he sowed, some seeds fell on the edge of the path, and the birds came and ate them up. Others fell on patches of rock where they found little soil and sprang up straight away, because there was no depth of earth; but as soon as the sun came up they were scorched an not having any roots, they withered away. Others fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked them. Others fell on rich soil and produced their crop, some a hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty. Listen, anyone who has ears!'
Then the disciples went up to him and asked, 'Why do you talk to them in parables?' 'Because' he replied 'the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven are revealed to you, but they are not revealed to them. For anyone who has will be given more, and he will have more than enough; but from anyone who has not, even what he hats will be taken away. The reason I talk to them in parables is that they look without seeing and listen without hearing or understanding. So in their case this prophecy of Isaiah is being fulfilled:

You will listen and listen again, but not understand, 

see and see again, but not perceive.
For the heart of this nation has grown coarse,

their ears are dull of hearing, and they have shut their eyes,

for fear they should see with their. eyes,

hear with their ears,

understand with their heart,

and be converted

and be healed by me.
'But happy are your eyes because they see, you ears because they hear! I tell you solemnly, many prophets and holy men longed to see what you see, and never saw it; to hear what you hear, am never heard it.
'You, therefore, are to hear the parable of the sower. When anyone hears the word of the kingdom without understanding, the evil one comes and carries off what was sown in his heart: this is the man who received the seed on the edge of the path. The one who received it on patches of rock is the man who hears the word and welcomes it at once with joy. But he has no root in him, he does not last; let some trial come, or some persecution on account of the word, and he falls away at once. The one who received the seed in thorns is the man who hears the word but the worries of this world and the lure of riches choke the word and so he produces nothing. And the one who received the seed in rich soil is the man who hears the word and understands it; he is the one who yields a harvest and produces now a hundredfold, now sixty, now thirty.'
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Notes on the readings

First Reading
Is 55:10-11

Chapters 1-39 of Isaiah are attributed to the 8th century (B.C.) prophet of that name. The chapters from 40 to 55 are by a 6th century (B.C.) anonymous prophet whose work was included with Isaiah’s. He is known as ‘Second Isaiah’ He lived at the end of the Babylonian exile, when the Israelites were returning to the ruined city of Jerusalem, which their grandparents had left 70 years before. They had been sustained with the hope of eventual return to an idealistic nirvana. 

To-day’s reading comes from the end of this section, and reassures the exiles of the reliability of God’s promises. Notice that the signs of blessing in the passage are snow and rain, both indicating a warm climate. I remember a drought of four months in Cyprus. When it eventually broke, everyone came out just to stand in the rain. In ancient times, drought meant starvation and rain meant life. 

It is not by chance that Second Isaiah’s word of consolation should begin and end with an insistence on the power of Yahweh's word. His message is one of comfort, inspired by the prospect of the imminent return from exile (40:1-2). But it is, too, one of exhortation, designed to encourage the people to return. 
Just as, in prophetic preaching, exile represented alienation from Yahweh by sin, so the real return from exile, in the mind of Second Isaiah, is an authentic conversion, moral and spiritual, to Yahweh. 
Return from exile is in response to his word. This involves listening to his voice. Comparison with rain and snow is an assurance, in faith, that Yahweh is able to reinstate his people in their homeland. But this restoration will become effective for them only in so far as they respond by returning to him from the 'exile' of sin (55:6-7). 
Far from dispensing them from the effort of a moral and spiritual return, Yahweh's power makes the return possible but requires considerable effort.
Second Reading Paul to the Romans 8:18-23

Paul’s letter to the Christians in Rome, (dated c. 57-58 A.D.) is one of the most tortuous of his letters. This is partly because he is wrestling with a subject that distressed him – the fate of the Jewish people, and partly because he was putting his thoughts down (or dictating them) as they came to him. 
In today’s passage he is thinking of the role humanity plays in the cosmos. The world suffers pain and distress and as part of that world, human beings naturally also suffer. This suffering is like that a woman experiences in giving birth but as Jesus said ‘afterwards she no longer remembers her suffering for joy that a man has been born into the world’ (John 16;21) 

So Paul says that in the cosmos, Christians are the very first signs of that new life, which will eventually include the whole of God’s creation when its suffering will be transformed into the freedom of the children of God. 
The sentence that immediately precedes our reading is ‘Now if we are children, then we are heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory’.
This is the thought that Paul develops in our reading. Our future participation in God's glory and Christ's inheritance depends upon our present suffering with him. We will be glorified not merely despite our present sufferings but precisely because of them, just as Christ was glorified through his suffering. The word ‘glory’ is overused in Christian theology and consequently loses its force. But its strength is not as great as we imagine it is supposed to be. Remember that it simply means ‘gains honour’ Christ ‘gained honour’ not from suffering but through it, as do we in him. 
The third sentence in our reading is particularly problematic. It reads ‘It was not for any fault on the part of creation that it was made unable to attain its purpose, it was made so by God ........’  Astonishingly, this suggests that a) creation did not sin, and that b) God made it sinful. This is clearly at variance with Genesis Chapter 3 not to say the teaching of Jesus!
The translation in the Missal is from the Jerusalem Bible, and it represents the implied meaning of the Greek. But it is not the only possible translation and an alternative is more probable. The word ‘God’ (Theos) does not come in the Greek. It is only implied by a participle where we in English could use a pronoun. So it is possible that the one being alluded to is not God but someone else. 
Another translation (New Revised Standard Version) gives this, ‘for the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will, but by the will of the one who subjected it ............’  
The New International Version gives ‘For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope’ 
The word ‘subjected’ means ‘put in danger’ or ‘imperilled’, and in the story of The Fall the one who imperilled creation was not God, but Adam. 
It could be that Paul’s thoughts were racing ahead of his scribe who did not clarify the ambiguity. This simply illustrates the difficulties we sometimes have in understanding what the authors said and what they meant by what they said. We can never be categoric but have an open mind. 
It is also best if we never trust to only one translation, but look at several, while aware that some are dated or eccentric or biased. 
Gospel
Matthew 13:1-33
The link between the Isaiah and Matthew readings is that in both the word of God feeds the people. Isaiah’s parable says that as the rain can be relied on to bring a harvest, so the Lord will do what he has said he will do. 

In Matthew’s version of the story, the word is delivered as a sower scatters his seed and Matthew stresses the different responses that the message produces amongst people. 

It is commonly assumed that the sower was wasteful, scattering seed regardless of the ground. Not so. The practice in Palestine unusually, was to plough after sowing, so that the path and edges would be included in the crop. This is evidence of the Palestinian origin of the parable. 
The original point that Jesus was making through this story was to reassure his disciples of the overwhelming harvest that God provides despite unpromising conditions. 
But, by the time Matthew came to use it in his Gospel, he reordered the point of the story to explain the different responses among converts to the same message. (see the last two paragraphs from ‘You, therefore .......’) 
However, the reason the reading has been chosen for to-day is neither the original point of Jesus, nor the secondary use by Matthew but because it is typical of Jesus’ parables in general. The one we have to-day was chosen because Matthew tells us what Jesus himself said about parables. 

Why did he teach in parables? But the reason he gives is most extraordinary and illogical, and alerts us to the fact that there is more going on than meets the eye. As we have received it, Jesus tells us that he teaches in parables, so that some will not understand.  
This is clearly nonsense. The whole point of parables is exactly that, to help people to understand. They do so by applying one situation that is understood to another that is not. 
The fact is that it is most unlikely that Jesus said exactly this but it is surely Mark speaking, who was trying to convey to his readers what was going on. (We are reading Matthew’s version, copied from Mark 4;1-12) 

Mark has this running theme throughout his Gospel that Jesus is mysterious and obscure and that it is only after the crucifixion that all becomes clear and then only to those with faith. So those without faith can never understand, and as faith is a gift of God, it must be that God enlightens some and not others. 
But, of course, though the parable certainly comes from Jesus, yet we are reading a version of 30 years later, under very different circumstances. By then, the Christians had been evangelising and baptising and the Church had seen remarkable growth. But there was opposition. The Jewish leaders were hostile and the Gentile neighbours apathetic. The civil administration was suspicious that their many gods were under threat and their society was challenged. 
So Mark and his contemporaries concluded that the Church was not going to sweep all before it but that there were always going to be those who refused to believe. And he traces this patchy success right back to Jesus, remembering the opposition he had had from the Pharisees. He does so to reassure his readers that they should not be discouraged, which was Jesus’ original purpose anyway. 
We are in a not dissimilar position to-day. Some hostility. Massive ignorance. Self-centredness. Widespread apathy. Material attractions and sensual temptation with moral confusion. All these we have in common with Mark’s world. 

We must be clear that this story is addressed to Christians, and not the general public. So, though Matthew’s lessons may be of value, Jesus’ is the more important, to encourage us to look forward to the future. 
Even some of his closest followers left when he deliberately broke with the crowds (John 6:66). Jesus is confident, nevertheless, that his ministry will result in the eventual triumph of God's kingdom. 
Such a message could be quite easily transferred to the Church's situation in our time, when once again there are many frustrations and apparent failures. The assurance of abundant success despite these failures is the message for us today. 
