NOTES ON THE FIRST READINGS FOR THE SIXTEENTH WEEK OF ORDINARY TIME 

(Cycle 2)

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

This week begins with two further extracts from the Southern (i.e. Judaean) prophet Micah, who was introduced at the end of last week.   Micah, active in Judah at the time when the Northern kingdom of Israel was succumbing to the power of Assyria, warns the Judaeans that they will go the same way if they do not worship God truly, that is, with an eye to proper social justice.

Monday:    Micah 6: 1-4, 6-8.   God is seen as entering into a lawsuit against his people who, ungrateful for the protection they have received ever since the Exodus, do not worship him truly and do not represent a proper relationship with God in their dealings with each other.   The extract is in the form of a poetic lament.   Merely trying to appease God with elaborate sacrifices (worst of all, the sacrifice of first-born children, a practice of the Canaanites which the people of Judah were sometimes tempted to copy) is worthless without a change of heart, a love of faithfulness, goodness and kindness.



This section is used for the “Reproaches” of Good Friday where the ingratitude towards the bountiful God is seen as reaching its peak in the handing-over of Christ.   Some would reject this part of the liturgy as anti-Semitic.   The point, however, is that the prophets’ messages, though given in a certain context, are always valid.   The sins of the people are those of Everyman.   There have, unfortunately, been those in history who would throw this text at the Jews and them alone, but that is quite against the spirit of the prophecy.

Tuesday:  Micah 7: 14-15, 18-20.   The concluding section of the prophecy is one of  renewal and optimism, based, as elsewhere in the prophets, on the notion of true fertility (in comparison with the bogus fertility offered by fertility gods such as Baal).    The extract contains a commemoration of the goodness of God towards his people in past history, and concludes with a prayer for divine compassion.   God’s promises to the patriarchs of old are never revoked;  only the people can turn away from them by breaking the covenant with God.

Now begins a series of readings from the prophet Jeremiah.   His long active ministry at one of the most turbulent times in the history of the Chosen People, and the substantial nature of the prophetic writings which he (and presumably those of his ‘school’) have left behind, make him one of the giants of Old Testament prophecy.

Jeremiah’s ministry seems to have begun in about 627BC and continued until the fall of Jerusalem to the Babylonians in 587BC, when a remnant of the people, fleeing to Egypt, took him with them.   He is believed to have died in Egypt.

The context of his early ministry was the gradual rise of the Babylonians to power, and the decline of the might of Assyria.   The Assyrians (who had destroyed Samaria and assimilated the Northern kingdom of Israel almost a century before) began to lose ground before the Babylonians from about 626BC, when a Babylonian revolt against them broke out.   In 612BC the Babylonians destroyed the Assyrian capital of Nineveh.   The Egyptians came to the aid of the floundering Assyrians in an attempt to maintain the balance of power, but were themselves defeated in 605BC at the famous battle of Carchemish, and were forced to withdraw.

Judah’s political health was not good during this time.   They were already virtual vassals of the Assyrians, and their worship of the true God was gravely infected by corruptions from the traditions of Canaan and Mesopotamia.   The only, short-lived, bright spell was the reign of the young king Josiah (640-609BC) who, as we saw a few weeks ago (Week 12) sought to purify Temple worship and revive a proper observance of the Law.   Jeremiah’s earliest prophecies date from his reign.   But Josiah was killed in 609BC.   The kingdom of Judah was too weak to resist Babylon, but was always being pushed to revolt at the instigation of the Egyptians, who dominated Judah and chose Josiah’s successors as puppet-kings of theirs.   The result was the Babylonian reaction and inevitable defeat:  the first deportations to Babylon date from 597BC, and the final destruction of Jerusalem followed in 587BC.   Jeremiah was constantly warning the people against foolish alliances and excessive reliance on their own powers, and always – because he is a spiritual messenger and not just a politician – preached the message of trust in God alone, accompanied by sincerity of devotion and an attention to justice.

Wednesday:   Jeremiah 1: 1, 4-10.   The call of the prophet, set aside by God for divine service.   The feature of the visionary touching of the mouth by God is also found in the prophecies of First-Isaiah, Ezekiel and Daniel.   True prophetic activity, God says, involves destruction as well as creation, just as surgery involves cutting away.

Thursday:   Jeremiah 2: 1-3, 7-8, 12-13.   This early section dates from the time of King Josiah.   It is actually addressed not to Judah but to the prostrate and kingless people of Israel in the North.   Jeremiah had great hopes of King Josiah, and at one time felt he would succeed in bringing the people of Israel under his wing and re-establishing a united monarchy.



The people of Israel are reminded of God’s goodness in the past at the time of the Exodus, through the image of a love-relationship very similar to that used by the prophet Hosea, as we have seen.   All sections of society have failed to live up to God’s love for them, however.   The priests neglect the word of God, the prophets and official leaders are faithless.   They prefer to make “leaky cisterns” – an image for a shaky foreign alliance.



Though addressed to Israel, the prophecy also served as a warning to the Judaeans, in case they should not respond to King Josiah’s reforms – as indeed they did not.

Friday:
   Jeremiah 3:  14-17.   This is an insertion (in prose) into a prophetic poem on the theme of conversion, also addressed to Israel.    They are called to come back into union with Judah and accept a king of the line of David.



This text must have been written at a late date, for it presupposes that the Ark of the Covenant no longer existed.   The Ark, containing the Law and representing God’s royal throne on earth, was placed in the Jerusalem Temple by King Solomon.   When the Temple was destroyed by the Babylonians in 587BC, it was presumably destroyed too.   The author of this section says that now the whole city of Jerusalem will represent the presence of God, as a centre for the gathering nations.   This idea of a universal peace is one which we find in Third-Isaiah too, after the Babylonian exile.

Saturday:   Jeremiah 7: 1-11.   This prophecy dates from after the death of King Josiah;  his reform of the Temple and cult had, alas, died with him.   His successors (here King Jehoiakim 609-598BC) allowed the return of all the traditional infidelities.   The prophet attacks those who believe that merely possessing a Temple and invoking its name will save them.   On the contrary, they will have to behave like Temple-people and observe the terms of God’s covenant with them, by their manner of behaving to their neighbour.   The prospects do not look good;  the Temple is a “robber’s den”;  not in the sense in which Jesus took this text when he expelled the traders, but because the Judaeans invoked the name of the Temple as a kind of talisman while not living lives of justice such as the presence of the Temple demanded.

