Sunday 16™ October 2022: 29" Sunday in Ordinary Time

We have been following Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem in the Sunday Gospels since June. It is
during this journey that Luke has presented us with much of Jesus’ teaching. Now the
destination is approaching, in two week’s time Jesus will have reached Jericho. Yet the Sunday
Gospels have not been the best guide to this journey with an often erratic presentation as we
have seen. Last week’s Gospel of the healing of the lepers we read on its own as a unique
incident. There is now a gap from last Sunday before this Sunday’s Gospel of the persistent
widow with the unjust judge. Then next Sunday we will hear the parable of the Pharisee and
the tax-collector. This is followed another gap in the Sunday Gospels before Jesus’ arrival in
Jericho.

The two parables about prayer are at the centre of this final stage of the journey'. Although
both are about prayer, there is a clear division between them with the change of audience. We
have seen a number of times the importance of keeping track of the audience. The scene is set
this week by a question from the Pharisees about the kingdom of God. This is followed by
Jesus’ teaching to the disciples about the days of the Son of Man. This Sunday’s Gospel follows,
the story of the widow and the judge. The Gospel for next Sunday about the Pharisee and
Publican is addressed to the self-righteous. More teaching follows before the scene in Jericho.
This second part we will look at next week.

Most of the first part is unique to Luke so this is the evangelist’s own composition. One or two
sayings appear in the other Gospels but in very different settings. The theme is opened up by
the Pharisees asking Jesus about the coming of the kingdom of God. This they are told is in
the midst of them, Jesus’ words and deeds. Jesus then addresses the disciples about the future
in a teaching where the Son of Man is mentioned several times so binding the passage
together. This concludes with the parable which ends with a Son of Man saying. Compared
with the later similar teachings of chapter 21, Jesus there is focussing more on the events
leading up to the coming of the Son of Man. Here, he is speaking rather about the suddenness
of the coming and then the lack of preparation for it by the people. Thus the teaching here
begins by introducing the day of the Son of Man and the suddenness of its coming. Jesus then
discusses the day itself with examples taken from the book of Genesis, Noah, Lot, and Lot’s
wife as well.

The passage begins with the Pharisees and their inability to see the kingdom of God present
in Jesus' ministry, his teaching and healing, and that of his followers.

Then Jesus speaks to the disciples not the coming of the kingdom but of the day of the Son of
Man, mentioned four times as well as the conclusion to the parable. The coming of the
kingdom will be the day of the Son of Man. That coming will be as sudden as lightning though
the suffering and rejection of the Son of Man.

Jesus then recalls the Noah and Lot stories from the book of Genesis to illustrate the typical
human lack of preparedness even when catastrophe is looming - then as now. Normal
activities continue until the flood comes or the fire and brimstone. The mention of Lot's wife

1 Thatis: Lk 17,20-18,34. Lk 18,35 is the approach to Jericho.



(who became a pillar of salt) may be a little unexpected as an example at this point but her
attitude seems to be her reluctance to let go as she looks back. Further warnings are given as
one it taken, the other left. As is typical of Luke, both male and female examples are provided.
The point is the suddenness of the coming.

The concluding saying is obscure. It reads literally "Where the body is, there also will the
eagles be gathered together". In translation this is often rendered "Where the corpse is, there
the vultures will gather” (NRSV). That translation is itself an interpretation, vultures gather
around carrion. Keeping to the literal translation, the book of Exodus refers to the people
being carried on eagle's wings and brought to the Lord. The body here has the definite article
and refers to Jesus' crucified and risen body. This might be read as where the righteous are
going but to be gathered around the glorified body of the Lord.

The response to this uncertainty about the return of the Son of Man is prayer. The parable
about the widow needs to be read with this in mind. Itis linked to the preceding teaching by
“then” as well as the concluding Son of Man saying. We can note how the Sunday Gospel has
taken this parable away from its background of the days of the Son of Man. The Gospel is
thereby presented with the theme of persistent prayer. This is highlighted by the reading
from the book of Exodus which is not really appropriate. Constant and faithful prayer is the
best response to this situation of the unexpected return of the Son of Man so that we are
always ready. That is the point made by the evangelist as he introduces the saying. It is the
message of the Lord in response to the parable.

The brief story of the parable contrasts two characters. The judge is everything a judge should
not be. In the book of Proverbs, the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom. He meets his
match though with a widow. Traditionally widows were vulnerable and the book of
Deuteronomy demands they be given special care. Here she has been denied justice, has no
man to speak for her but is determined to pursue her claim. In the end, the judge gives in him
to her determination. A possible translation is “in case she gives him a black eye”.

Someone has apparently interpreted this as a Jungian approach to male psychology: the male
ego revused to respond to the anima, the archetype of a woman in a man’s unconscious. A
Catholic feminist considers the woman herself as representing God. She embodies godly
power in the midst of apparent powerlessness.

However, what matters is the saying of the Lord that interprets the parable. Like the dishonest
steward we saw a few weeks ago, the judge is described as unrighteous. I prefer “unrighteous”
to the alternative “unjust” because it is specifically about being right with God. If the
unrighteous judge eventually gives in to the woman'’s persistence, how much more will in the
end the all righteous God come suddenly (rather than “quickly”) to give justice to those who
have remained faithful. Then his kingdom already in our midst will be fully present. In the
meantime we must pray constantly and never lose heart.



