
16th Sunday in Ordinary Time – Ben Frie SJ 
 
Tsedaka, that's the word that catches the eye first. Justice we say, the Fleming prefers 
righteousness. I use the Hebrew word, because it indicates more deeply the tension our 
texts are under today. The tsadik is the righteous one. A spiritual master, who connects 
mysticism with social commitment. As long as there is a righteous one in your midst, you 
have a chance for life and salvation - if there is no tsadik anymore, you are outcast and 
outlawed. 
If you have little chance of life, you can try to haggle with the ruler, to bargain. Abraham was 
not the last Jew who was good at this. After the three men's visit to Abraham, he stays with 
the Lord for a special dialogue about the fate of the sinful city of Sodom: 
Abraham went closer to him and asked, "Will you take the lives of the innocent as well as 
the guilty? Perhaps there are fifty innocents in that city. Would you take them out of life and 
not forgive the whole city for the sake of those fifty innocent people? Surely you can't do 
that! Shouldn't he who is the judge of the whole earth act justly?" The LORD answered, 'If I 
find fifty innocents in Sodom, I will forgive the whole city for their sake.' To this Abraham 
said, 'Having taken the liberty of speaking to the Lord, though I am nothing but dust: 
suppose there are five missing from those fifty innocent people, would you destroy the 
whole city because of those five?' 'No,' he replied, 'I will not destroy her if I find forty-five. 
Again Abraham spoke to him, and so it goes from forty to thirty, from thirty to twenty, and 
finally Abraham said: 'I hope you will not be angry, Lord, if I dare to say something one more 
time: suppose there are only ten of them.' 'Then I will not destroy her for the sake of those 
ten'. 
In the time that the expectation of the Messiah develops, the believing mankind lays its 
hope on the eventual presence of only one just. Those who, among the Jews, came to 
understand that it had to be the Son of Man, and that Jesus, who was to be Christ the 
Anointed One, have not yet been able to cope with their trauma 60 years after Jesus' death: 
the congregation of John sighs disappointment that the Jews have not recognized the only 
one just, the tsadik who could guarantee them life by forgiving them. 
In Jesus' days, the parousiah was soon expected: the end of time was approaching and 
would bring everything to light, especially the truth and therefore also the despicable sins. 
Our parable alludes to this feeling: things are going so badly everywhere, this can't last long. 
There are some of us who have similar feelings. Godlessness, infidelity, opportunism, abuse 
and lust for power. We can afford everything, we don't have to account for anything, after 
us the Flood. After us, above all, because when something of a deluge becomes visible, fear 
strikes, all confidence is gone and only the strongest will survive. 
Matthew inevitably shows that there is no purity of crop, purity of race if you like. Jesus' 
disciples ask how this is possible, that evil always arises when good things also happen. 
Everything seems infiltrated, infected. Wait, says the story of Jesus then. Patience. Time will 
tell. If it is time for the harvest, for the truth to come out, then what was untrue, where was 
haggling, who was the tsadik who was robbed of life, will also come out. But then it will also 
become visible how the tsadik acted as a prince who treats all with gentleness. "Because you 
are lord and master, you can exercise your power whenever you want. You judge with 
gentleness and you rule us with gentleness. By acting in this way, you have taught your 
people that the righteous must be compassionate; you give your children the hope that 
sinners can return to you." A century before the coming of the tsadik, the Son of Man, there 
is a growing awareness that only forgiveness can save us, and that you have to have almost 



divine status to make it possible. There was a new awareness growing of tsedaka, of 
righteousness for a people who did not know such a thing. 
The merit of the tsadik surpasses the unrighteousness of all. The one just brings a new, 
unprecedented element: forgiveness. There is no predestination - this was already disputed 
at the time - because even if you are not aware of having done evil, there is a chance you 
can get forgiveness. Who knows the scale of his own iniquity? "The Son of Man will gather 
out of his kingdom all those who have overthrown others and raped the laws, and throw 
them into the fires. Lawyers know how difficult it can be for us infected people to distinguish 
the scale of the evil we are causing and to acknowledge it when it is shown to us. 
Trapped between the powers and forces that affect us in our days, we are not without a 
chance. The world can confuse us, but that does not have to take us away from the ability to 
continue to take responsibility for what we are and remain responsible for: our own lives, 
and that of those entrusted to us. We can choose to follow the laws of the kingdom of God 
and the behavioral pattern of the tsadik. His righteousness saves us. His righteousness 
makes us right ones, tsadikim. Because he offers opportunities for life, chances, access to his 
kingdom, not at the parousie but today, today you will be with me in paradise. We can 
choose, change ourselves towards Him. We can do that, today and every day that is given to 
us - even if the earth burns down. The tsadik is in our midst and guarantees our life chances: 
You show your power precisely when its perfection is questioned. 
This is the name the Lord proclaims for Moses: "The LORD! A God who is loving and merciful, 
patient, faithful and true, who shows love to thousands of generations, who forgives guilt, 
crime and sin, but does not leave everything unpunished. So the poet sings: O Lord God, 
pitiful, merciful, meek, rich in love, rich in faithfulness, preserving love to the thousandth 
generation. We know we are secure in His righteousness for all who believe in Him. 


