NOTES ON THE FIRST READINGS FOR THE THIRD WEEK OF LENT

(if a festal day falls on any of these days, the readings of the feast are used instead)

During the season of Lent, as during the season of Advent, the First Reading is not taken continuously from one book of the Bible, but is chosen to harmonise in theme with the Gospel reading of the day.

Monday:    2 Kings 5: 1-15.   To harmonise with Jesus’ Gospel reference to the cure of Naaman, we have the Old Testament story itself:  Naaman, the Syrian army commander, cured of his leprosy through the intervention of the prophet Elisha.   The story tells us a great deal about the mercy of God:  it is not restricted to the ‘Chosen People’, for Naaman was a Syrian, a pagan;  it is extraordinarily generous (Naaman could not believe how little he actually had to do to be cured).   As with some of the Gospel miracle-stories, it presupposes the close link between sickness and sin.  And as with the story of the Prodigal Son, there is an epilogue (not unfortunately read today) contrasting with the healing and reconciliation.   In this case, Elisha’s servant, Gehazi, surprised that Naaman has been asked to make no payment for his cure, chases after him and tells him an invented story to the effect that Naaman’s money would now be useful for a sudden pastoral crisis which has arisen.   The result of this deceit is that Naaman’s leprosy is passed to Gehazi.

Tuesday:    Daniel 3: 25, 34-43.   This is another of the prayer texts worked into the Daniel story by another hand (one of these was read on the Monday of last week).   Daniel’s three friends, Ananiah, Azariah and Misael (or with their Babylonian names Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-nego) are cast into the furnace by the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar for refusing to worship the statue of the king;  in the fire they are accompanied by an angelic presence and preserved from harm.   The prayer of Azariah (Abed-nego) is a recognition of the sin of the people in Jerusalem (which has caused their overthrow by the Babylonians and the dismantling of their religious cult), but at the same time a statement of trust in God’s faithfulness and a plea for divine mercy and protection.

Wednesday:     Deuteronomy 4: 1, 5-9.   Moses tells the people of Israel to keep the “laws and customs”.   The “customs” were judicial decisions arising from particular disputes in the life of the people.   Keeping the laws and customs, Moses says, would be one indication that the people were wise.   This is one of the early associations of the Law (=Torah) with Wisdom.   The passage emphasises two common features of the book of Deuteronomy:  the idea of God being near to, and accessible to, his people;  and the importance of perpetuating the historical memory of the deeds of God.   The memory of the ‘foundation events’ of the life of the people was not just a looking backward;  rather, Biblical ‘memory’ (as in the ‘memorial’ of our Eucharist) is a continuous living presence based on an event in history which is still valid and effective.

Thursday:    Jeremiah 7: 23-28.   Speaking through the prophet, God rebukes the people of Jerusalem for their religious insincerity and hardness of heart.   Rather than being specifically a series of sinful actions, “stubbornness” is more a sinful state of humanity, a mental attitude of self-sufficiency and pride.

Friday:     Hosea 14: 2-10.   The readings for Friday and Saturday are both from Hosea, one of the ‘Northern’ prophets active in the land of Israel in the 8th. century BC prior to the fall of Israel to the Assyrians and the destruction of their capital Samaria in 722.   Hosea's active ministry had probably finished in 732BC.   The general theme of Hosea is the infidelity of the people to their God, expressed through the dramatic imagery of the prophet taking to himself an unfaithful wife.   As in some other prophecies, however, the generally harsh tone is softened at the end by a concluding chapter of reconciliation and hope.   God calls on his people to return, and, rather as in a  Penitential Rite, they admit their folly and then seek to be restored.   They promise to give up political scheming, military activity, worship of idols, all things which they have relied on in their efforts to avoid whole-hearted trust in God.   Though their infidelity has been in the nature of a disease, the future offers flourishing hope in a land of plenty.   This will be the result of the people’s new sincerity.     Contrasted with this is Saturday’s reading ………

Saturday:    Hosea 5:15 – 6:6.     ………… where the people seem to repent but are not sincere, and as a result are rebuked by God in the second half of the reading.   The basic failure of the people is their idolatry, and this is hinted at in a disguised way in the actual words of their pseudo-repentance.   “After a day or two he will bring us back to life, on the third day he will raise us” seems at first sight like a trust in God’s healing power (and indeed it has been used in the liturgy of Holy Week to refer to the Resurrection), but in fact it alludes to the stories of various pagan fertility gods who ‘die’ and ‘rise’ (e.g. the Babylonian myth of Ishtar, who began to rise on the third day).   Moreover, the reference to “showers” and “spring rains” continues the idea of fertility rituals in a pagan context.   As in many other prophetic passages, the religious cult and sacrifices are not deemed unacceptable in themselves, but they are worthless without sincere attachment to God, and an endeavour to follow his commandments.

