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Every scribe, who has been trained for the kingdom of
heaven, is like the master of a household, who brings out
of his treasure what is new and what is old. (Matthew 13:52)
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17" Sunday Ordinary Time (a)
the radical demands of Gop’s Realm'

introduction

Two short parables underscore the unique value of the realm of Gob. Both
‘the treasure’and ‘the pearl’ express what the realm of Gobp must be for disciples —
something absolute. It is a radical demand - everything else must be left behind
or better still, understood in relation to the realm of Gob. Matthew is constantly
challenging that our words and our actions be in harmony. He himself is an
example of a Christian scribe — someone who knows Jesus' message from within,
because he has first lived it. Thus, his words don't sound hollow, as often is the

case in our church when we forget to ask Gop, "Give me an understanding mind to
govern Your people"?

first reading: 1Kings3:5,7-12%* [ Solomon'’s prayer for Wisdom |

At Gibeon the LorD appeared to Solomon in a dream by night; and Gop
said, "Ask what | should give you."(5) And Solomon said, "You have shown
great and steadfast love to your servant my father David, because he
walked before you in faithfulness, in righteousness, and in uprightness of
heart toward You; and You have kept for him this great and steadfast love,
and have given him a son to sit on his throne today.(6) And now, O LORD
my Gob, You have made Your servant king in place of my father David,
although I am only a little child; | do not know how to go out or come in.(7)
And Your servant is in the midst of the people whom You have chosen, a
great people, so numerous they cannot be numbered or counted.(8) Give
Your servant therefore an understanding mind to govern Your people, able
to discern between good and evil; for who can govern this Your great
people?”(9) It pleased the Lorp that Solomon had asked this.(10) Gobp said
to him, "Because you have asked this, and have not asked for yourself long
life or riches, or for the life of your enemies, but have asked for yourself
understanding to discern what is right,(11) | now do according to your
word. Indeed | give you a wise and discerning mind; no one like you has
been before you and no one like you shall arise after you.(12)

There was a radical shift in the foundations of Israelite life and faith in tenth
century Jerusalem, after forty years of shrewd and ambiguous leadership from

1 Cover Image: The Inspiration of St Matthew - by Caravaggio, who completed the painting in 1602.

Currently held in Rome.

Cf. 1 Kg. 3:9

The biblical excerpts are drawn from the New Oxford Annotated Bible, New Revised Standard Version

(NRSV), published by Oxford University Press (1994).

4 Solomon's dream may be a simple description, or it may be propaganda that wants the reader to
believe the shift has been to leadership at its best! Or it may be the beginning of a shrewd story that’s
intended as critical irony — about the powers-that-be, who believe their own publicity agents!
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David. Solomon acceded to his father's throne by way of a bloodbath.> From the
account it seems that the Lorp Gob is so pleased with Solomon's prudent request,
that he is granted even more than he asked for (vv.10-12). He will be unrivalled in
wisdom (v.12) and long life (v.13)! But in the granting of this charter and promise
to Solomon, there is a word from the LORD that ruins any cosy sense of imperial
self-sufficiency! "If you follow my ways, keeping my laws and commandments, as
your father David followed them. . ." (v.14). At the same time that Solomon
receives his legitimacy from Gop, there is also a claim that the monarchy needs to,
‘Follow the LorD GoD’s ways".

The ignoring of the word or command of the LORD - the failure by Solomon to
keep covenant — eventually became more massive and institutional than anything
David achieved. In the reign of Solomon, new levels of power, affluence, and
sophistication were achieved. But in spite of these impressive achievements
Solomon's reign generated a management mentality which believed there are no
more mysteries to honour but only problems to be solved. The evidence of
Solomon's reign reveals his gift of discernment was not expressed in great
leadership, heroic battles, or bold initiatives. His "wisdom"” and "shrewdness"” were
more characteristic of a cost-accounting management mentality legitimated by an
official "religion” of optimism in which Gob has no business other than to maintain
the ruling elite's high standard of living! Solomon's ruling class imagined they
could live outside history as self-made women and men! Such a mentality denied
the legitimacy of tradition that requires remembering the hurt. It denies the need
for an authority that expects loyalty, and of a community that calls people to care!
It creates a consciousness concerned only with self-satisfaction which became
characteristic of Solomon's track record.

response: Psalm 119 : 57,72, 76 -177, 127-130 [ the Glories of Gop's Law |

The LorD is my portion; | promise to keep Your words.(57) . ..
The law of Your mouth is better to me

than thousands of gold and silver pieces.(72) . . .
Let Your steadfast Love become my comfort
according to Your promise to Your servant.(76)
Let Your mercy come to me, that | may live;

for Your law is my delight.(77) . ..

Truly I love Your commandments

more than gold, more than fine gold.(127)

Truly | direct my steps by all Your precepts;

| hate every false way.(128)

Your decrees are wonderful;

therefore my soul keeps them.(129)

5 25.9-20&1 Kg.1-2
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The unfolding of Your words gives light;
it imparts understanding to the simple.(130)

.Psalm 119 is the longest by far of the psalms. The speaker praises the LORD
GoD for giving such splendid laws and instruction for people to live by.
The speaker glorifies and thanks Gob, for the Torah; prays for protection from
sinners enraged by others' fidelity to the law; laments the cost of obedience;
delights in the law's consolations; begs For wisdom to understand the precepts;
and asks for the rewards of keeping them.

The speaker instructs on the A-B-C's of obedience to the Torah of the LORD
Gop. Life is reliable when Torah is honoured. The Torah-keeping is a source of
delight (v.77b). Obedience to Torah, is the starting point for the speaker who has
access to the LORD; not because of arrogance but because of submission (v.57).
Torah-keeping liberates and gives people the space to be human. Its not the Torah
itself, nor Torah-keeping, that is primary. The Torah is the point of entry for
exploring the whole range of interactions with the LORD GoOD. Torah obedience is
the starting point of access to a life filled with many-facetted communion with
GoD. By GoD's tenderness and not by obedience that the speaker lives (v.77a). The
speaker voices the expectation between partners who have learned mutual trust.

Torah-keeping is an invitation to obedience. It is the practice of genuinely
"good news" because it replicates GoD's own action in the world for us. Its good
news because such obedience lets our actions become consistent with our proper
identity as liberated slaves whom GoOD has freed as a people welcomed into the
household of the covenant. It is good news because such obedience makes human
community possible in a world that is dead-set against serious human community.

The speaker implies that the liberating alternative, set into motion in the
Israelite Exodus experience, continues to be the agenda for sustaining and
ordering social life in the present. This obedience is not the oppressive, despair-
inducing obedience of the Egyptian empire. Nor is it the rigid and narrow
obedience of some of Jesus' opponents. This obedience is not conformative.
Its transformative.

second reading: Romans 8 : 28 -30 [ future glory]

We know that all things work together for good for those who love Gob,
who are called according to His purpose.(28) For those whom He foreknew
He also predestined to be conformed to the image of His Son, in order that
He might be the firstborn within a large family.(29) And those whom He
predestined He also called; and those whom He called he also justified; and
those whom He justified He also glorified.(30).
.Paul's announcement of ‘good news’in the Letter is expressed in terms of a
vindication through graciousness. His announcement leads to new possibilities of

life. He asserts that the disciples of Christ won't be separated from GoOD's love,
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because the connection is sustained from GoD's side (vv.28-29).° Here, the topic is
predestination (v.29) without overtones of who might be excluded. The apostle
accentuates ‘the good news’ by his focus on hope that trustfully-living disciples
will succeed; rather than on the possibility that they might fail.

The apostle assumes that GOD has already realised the first stages in GOD's plan of
graciousness (v.28a). Just as faithfully GOD will accomplish the last stage and make
faithful disciples true images of the Son (v.30). Such convictions sustain Paul's Christian
hope. Sufferings and distresses of the present time are reckoned as neither random nor
or meaningless. The power for life-giving “turns everything to a disciple's good" (v.28b).
Paul claims such suffering helps to achieve GOD's purpose - the redemption of
humankind (v.29).”

Life in the present is subject to the reign of death and decay. Because of
Christ's resurrection Christians know that the reign of death will one day give way
to GoD's reigning (v.30). When Christians suffer, they are shaped into the image of
Christ who also suffered (v.29). This conformity will be completed when GoD
brings them, like Christ, from death to life in GOD's reigning. The Spirit of GOD is
with the sufferers. It is the Spirit who promises their hope of redemption will find
fulfillment. The apostle's conviction that Jesus' disciples have been chosen and
vindicated in graciousness (v.30) will make it possible For them to look to the
future and final judgement in a more optimistic way.

gospel reading: Matthew 13:44-52°8 [ three parables about the Realm of Gob |

Jesus said to his disciples: "The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden
in a field, which someone found and hid; then in his joy he goes and sells all
that he has and buys that field.(44) Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a
merchant in search of fine pearls;(45) on finding one pearl of great value,
he went and sold all that he had and bought it.(46) Again, the kingdom of
heaven is like a net that was thrown into the sea and caught fish of every
kind;(47) when it was full, they drew it ashore, sat down, and put the good
into baskets but threw out the bad.(48) So it will be at the end of the age.
The angels will come out and separate the evil from the righteous(49) and
throw them into the furnace of fire, where there will be weeping and
gnashing of teeth.(50) Have you understood all this?" They answered,
"Yes."(51) And he said to them, "Therefore every scribe who has been
trained for the kingdom of heaven is like the master of a household who
brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old."(52)

6 While man and woman were originally created in Gop's image (cf. Gn.1:26-27), it is through baptism
into Christ, the image of Gop (2 Co.4:4; Col.1:15), that we are renewed according to the image of the
Creator (Col.3:10).

7 [vv.28-30] These verses outline the Christian vocation as it was designed by Gob: to be conformed to
the image of Gob's Son, who is to be the first-born among many sisters and brothers (v.29). Gob's
redemptive action on behalf of the believers has been in process before the beginning of the world.
Those whom Gob chooses are those Gob foreknew (v.29) or elected. Those who are called (v.30) are
predestined or predetermined. These expressions do not mean that Gob is arbitrary. Rather, Paul uses
them to emphasise the thought and care that Gob has taken for the Christian's salvation.

8 Mt.12:44-53 is the end of the second part of the third book of the gospel of Matthew.
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The treasure (v.44) is an Israelite symbol for wisdom. A labourer ploughing
another's land would cheerfully sell everything to acquire the treasure he has
found! Just as a genuine disciple responds cheerfully and with total commitment
to the discovery of the realm of Gob. The "realm of heaven"” always costs — not
less than everything! For those who have ‘little’; the ‘little they have’is demanded.
The labourer is left with nothing. But the gospel mentions that the man goes off
happy. Its like the joyousness of finding a community where love exists. Where
everybody loves there is cheerfulness — and everyone is united. That seems to be
the treasure.’

The "realm of Heaven" is hidden in us because selfishness is more plentiful
than love. Where there is love, there is happiness. This is the happiness of a
disciple finding the love of Jesus hidden in the subsoil of ordinary life! The
treasure is hidden now - but it is within us in the deeper part of our being. Each of
us is capable of finding the treasure. The text implies that the “realm of Heaven"
will be discovered in our society, but cautions that it is still hidden now!

Like the treasure, the pearl (v.46) is another Israelite symbol for wisdom. The
merchant, who is not poor, discovers a pearl of supreme value. He, too, must sell
everything to have the object that attracts so powerfully. Those who have much,
the much they have is demanded too! The poor labourer and the well-to-do
merchant, are both left without anything else. Only when the searchers for the
realm of Gop have sacrificed their "holdings" can they acquire the hidden treasure
or the priceless pearl! Such is the response of the disciple working to find the love
of Jesus hidden in the subsoil of ordinary working life or in the market-place.

The last parable, from this collection of teachings from the Sermon on the
Lake, Jesus spoke sitting in a boat and the crowd listening on the shoreline of
Lake Galilee. The parable likens ‘the reigning of Heaven’to a dragnet that brings in
a mixed haul of fish (vv.47-50)."° Beside the lake was the house where Jesus
stayed. In the lake the miraculous catch of fish was made! It was there that Jesus;
walked on water, calmed the storm and finally appeared on the shore -
resurrected.

The same point is made in the parable of the dragnet as was made in the story
about the wheat and the weeds."" At the present time, good and bad people are
mixed together in the world. But in the future when the net is full (at the end of
the age) there will be a separation. The fiery fate awaiting ‘the useless fish’is the
same that awaits the weeds in the earlier parable. In other words, there will be a
destruction — but it will not be the destruction of everyone and everything. It will

9 [v.44] In the unsettled conditions of Palestine in Jesus' time, it was not unusual to guard valuables by
burying them in the ground.

10 [v.51] Itis characteristic of Matthew to speak of the understanding of the disciples.

11 MEA13:24-30
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be the end of the world of exploitation — it will be catastrophic — but not for
everyone.

Jesus went on to ask if his disciples had understood his parables (v.51). When
they replied that they had, Jesus said: "Well then, every scribe who becomes a
disciple of the kingdom of Heaven is like a householder who brings out from his
storeroom new things as well as old" (v.52)." Once the teachers of the Torah got
only "old things” out of the scriptures. Now faithful scribes can know about the
new 'reigning of Heaven". They can get ‘old things’ and ‘new things’ from the
Scriptures.

In Matthew, Jesus' disciples understood the message of the reigning of Gob.
They said, "Yes," to Jesus, and Jesus tells them they are going to be like the
scribe. The new things from his storeroom is the good news of Jesus who is the
fulFillment of the Torah and the Prophets; and old things, are the teachings of the
Torah and the Prophets. Love is what is ‘old’ and what is ‘new’. There are useful
‘old things’ we ought to go on using; such as the practice of justice and love, as in
the past. What is ‘new’is Jesus himself — the Fulfillment of the ancient promises of
love. The old practise of love, are to be understood in the light of the new practise
of love.

for sharing: "

e Solomon’s request for wisdom. Comment on 1 Kings3:5,7-12
e The prospect of future glory. Comment on Romans 8 : 28 -30

e Three parables of the realm of Gob. Comment on Matthew : 13 : 44-52

12 [v.52] Matthew tends to identify the disciples and the Twelve. This saying about the Christian scribe
cannot be taken as applicable to all who accept the message of Jesus. While the Twelve are in many
ways representative of all who believe in him, they are also distinguished from them in certain
respects. The church of Matthew has leaders among whom are a group designated as, "scribes"
(Mt.23:34). Like the scribes of Israel, they are teachers. It is the Twelve and these their later
counterparts to whom this verse applies. The scribe, instructed in the kingdom of heaven, knows both
the teaching of Jesus (the new) and the law and prophets (the old) and provides in his own teaching
both the new and the old, as interpreted and fulfilled by the new.

13 Lectio Divina: reading Gob’s WORD in @ moment of prayer and allowing it to enlighten and renew us:
The practise of lectio divina requires a quiet space, a passage of scripture and the willingness to give
time to the project. The passage used should be short. For the purpose of this leaflet, we suggest
using the gospel reading of the up-coming Sunday. There are four steps in the traditional practise of
lectio divina. The steps don’t have to have the following order: lectio (reading) — read the passage of
Scripture read slowly - more than once. If a particular word, phrase, or sentence seems significant
(even if you don't know why) you may want to write it down. meditatio (reflection) — let the significant
words fill your mind without straining to analyse them. We are in Gob's presence and so let the Holy
Spirit lead your understanding of the words. oratio (prayer) — allow your heart to speak to Gop, in
words inspired by the passage of Scripture, or by the thoughts that have come to you, while reflecting
on it. contemplatio (rest) — let go of ideas and words and allow yourself to rest in the presence of Gop,
in simple and wordless contemptlation. This leaflet gives the context and some commentary on each
of the readings and the psalm used in the Sunday's liturgy. Familiarity with the texts and the
commentary beforehand, can better prepare our hearing and understanding the passages in our
worship. Whatever our preparation for doing this exercise and whatever questions we may use to
break open the passage, we must be conscious of Christ’'s promise: ‘Where two or three are gathered in
my name, | am there among them’
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prayer: "
Eternally Wise One,
You alone impart the gift of right judgement.
Grant us an understanding heart,
that we may value wisely
the treasure of Your realm
and gladly forgo all lesser gifts
to possess that realm’s incomparable joy.
We pray through Jesus Christ: Amen.

review:
The speaker began by declaring a willingness to give up all for Gop (v.44ff).

As the passage ends, the speaker declares a willingness to "give out" (vv.51-52).
The dynamic of the liturgical worship is underscored in this movement. The speech of
Gob is heard - listeners can encounter the reality of Gop in WorD and Eucharist. Just
as attention to the Worp, can transform the listener from passivity to action, so the
Eucharistic Presence can transform by a foretasting the new reigning of Gobp in a
united people.

But the dynamic of worship is unfinished and continuing. Further action is
required in our world. For us, this continuing dynamic implies giving up parabling
(mere talk about Gob) in favour of becoming the parable ourselves! Matthew acted
thus, by providing his community in Antioch with a written account of Jesus' stories
about Gob's victorious reigning. And Jesus did the same for an earlier generation of
people, by his unselfish, loving example.

14 The prayer that concludes the Lectio Divina is ICEL's 1998 opening prayer from the Proper of the Day.
These prayers draw upon the concrete and vivid images of Scripture and conclude with a clearly
focused petition inspired by the readings.

15 The review — at the end of each reflection the review examines one of the themes of the readings,
usually drawn from the gospel, and provides an opportunity to check our own performance, in the light
of the Worp and Eucharist that we have previously heard and experienced.
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