NOTES ON THE FIRST READINGS FOR THE FOURTH WEEK OF LENT

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

The First Readings in Lent parallel in some way the Gospel Readings of each day, rather than following a course of their own.

Monday:  Isaiah 65: 17-21.
To harmonise with the Gospel reading, which tells us that Jesus’ ministry of love is not confined to one place, we have an extract from the conclusion of the book of Isaiah, from the writer known as ‘Third-Isaiah’.   As we saw during Advent, when many of the readings are from this book of the Bible, Third-Isaiah stresses renewal and restoration, especially of the Temple and of the religious ceremony, in the aftermath of the return of the people to Jerusalem from the exile in Babylon, while presenting a very ‘inclusive’ image of the Chosen People, with the Temple open to foreigners who are ready to worship the true God.   Here the image broadens even further, the new Temple giving way to new heavens and a new earth.   God’s restoring presence is seen as not just in Jerusalem, but in the whole revitalised earth, now prosperous and fruitful.

Tuesday:  Ezekiel 47: 1-9, 12.   
The prophet Ezekiel, like Third-Isaiah yesterday, also addressed the people in exile in Babylon, and the last chapters of his prophecy deal with the restoration of the Temple, though the vision is not as all-embracing as in Third-Isaiah, and the actual description of the renewed Temple is precise down to the smallest detail.   Ezekiel was obviously concerned with exact ceremonial.    Here is his vision of the ‘ideal waters’, the waters of life, flowing out from under this Temple.   In actual fact, water did indeed flow out from under the Temple hill in Jerusalem, and was used for the very mundane purpose of washing away the blood from the old animal sacrifices.   In Ezekiel’s vision, the water passes down the Kedron Valley to the Dead Sea, and brings that sea to life.     



The whole description is intended to recreate the Paradise language of the first chapters of Genesis, with the trees in the Garden, and the waters flowing forth to water the Garden of Eden.   This is a prophecy of rebirth, and the coming of an ideal age.

Wednesday:  Isaiah 49: 8-15.    Another prophecy of restoration, again referring to the return of the people from Babylon.   This time the author is ‘Second-Isaiah’, or more probably one of his disciples who has taken various texts from elsewhere in Second-Isaiah and elaborated upon them in his own poetic description.    Such ideas as God feeding his flock, leading his people to springs of water, and gathering them from different places, are also common themes of Second-Isaiah’s vision of peace and new life.

Thursday:  Exodus 32:  7-14.   The golden calf;  while Moses communes with God on Mount Sinai, the people have lost patience, wanting to set out immediately for the Promised Land without waiting for Moses to tell them how God will dwell with them.    They have thus prevailed upon Aaron to make from their jewels a golden calf which, if not actually an idol, represents in a very primitive, pagan way the presence of the unseen God.    Moses then has to persuade God to desist from his plan to destroy the people, using that spirit of persuasion and bargaining with God so often, and vigorously, found in early Old Testament texts – Abraham is another example.

Friday:  Wisdom 2: 1, 12-22.
Though this book is called the “Wisdom of Solomon”, this is only a conventional title, taking the name of that supremely wise King as a courtesy inscription for the work.   It was in fact written in Alexandria, in Egypt, very shortly before the time of Christ;  there was a large Jewish community in Alexandria who were threatened, not so much by persecution, as by the charms of pagan religions and a developed Greek-style philosophy.   Increased scientific knowledge gave humans more confidence in their own abilities and caused the recurrence of the traditional question:  if there is a God of love, why do people suffer?    The Wisdom author makes use of the famous Fourth Song of the Suffering Servant from Isaiah (52: 13 – 53: 12), which is used in our liturgy of Good Friday, to come very near to the Christian answer:  God takes our sufferings on himself.   There are also echoes of Psalm 22, the ‘Passion Psalm’:  “My God, my God, why have you abandoned me?”    Without actually going so far as to say that God suffers in those who suffer, the writer says that those who suffer are richly and mysteriously blessed by God.

Saturday:  Jeremiah 11: 18-20.
As already seen in a previous week of Lent, the prophecies of Jeremiah are interspersed with autobiographical sections, referring to the plots of the Jerusalem leaders against him, and his personal prayers for support from God.    This is one such.   The conspiracy is being led by Jeremiah’s own family and acquaintances, and in some unexplained way this has been divinely revealed to Jeremiah.   The threat causes him to reflect on his mission, and indeed on the whole mystery of human existence.   The question Jeremiah wants to ask is:  why do the unjust not suffer?  (the famous question contained in so many of the Psalms, for example).    If God sees mind and heart (literally “loins” – traditionally the seat of inner thoughts and emotions) why, given the law of retaliation, does God not cause the unjust conspirators to perish?

