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

(Cycle 2)

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

We continue the readings from the prophet Jeremiah;  a general Introduction was given last week.

Monday:    Jeremiah 13: 1-11.   The prophetic action of the loincloth.   The prophets, notably Isaiah, Ezekiel and Jeremiah, were frequently called upon to perform unusual or even outlandish actions as a visible symbol of their prophetic message.   Whether Jeremiah was actually required to perform the action described in today’s reading, which would have involved him in a journey of many hundreds of miles to the River Euphrates and then to return, is doubtful.   The incident may perhaps best be seen as a prophetic parable.



Jeremiah is told to wrap round himself a clean loincloth;  here the prophet represents God and the loincloth the people of God, whom God binds closely to himself.   Jeremiah is then told to go to the Euphrates and hide the cloth in a hole in the rocks so that it is spoilt;  this represents the fact that God’s people have absorbed foreign religious practices through alliances with other peoples, and so have become corrupt.   This was never God’s purpose for them.

Tuesday:    Jeremiah 14: 17-22.   A poetic lament in the face of warfare and drought.   This may date from about 605BC when the Babylonians defeated the Egyptians at the battle of Carchemish.   The leaders of Judah were warned by Jeremiah not to put their trust in alliances with such as the Egyptians, who would let them down, but Jeremiah’s warning had gone unheeded.   The result was that Judah was now in the front line for any future Babylonian action.



In the poem, Judah is represented as a young woman (“daughter of my people”), overcome by misfortune.   God looks down on this scene of desolation, and regrets that the people have been led astray by their leaders.   In return, the prophet, on behalf of the people, prays for God not to abandon Jerusalem, and expresses faith in the true God rather than in Baal, whose fertility claims clearly did not work, given the time of drought.

Wednesday:       Jeremiah 15: 10, 16-21.   Scattered through the prophecy of Jeremiah are certain autobiographical sections, which are known as the “Confessions” of Jeremiah.   In all of them, Jeremiah speaks to God of the weight of his prophetic duty and the trouble which it has meant for him.   In fact, in the call of Jeremiah by God, it had been said that he would be a man of strife, called to build up but also to knock down.



This section probably dates from after the death of King Josiah (609BC) in whom Jeremiah had put his hopes, and after the accession of the Egyptian puppet Jehoiakim, who allowed the general air of faithlessness to return.



Jeremiah says that he had originally received God’s message eagerly, “devouring” God’s words (an image also found in Ezekiel 3:3), but that as the burden of his unpopular task increased, he feels that God has abandoned him.   In return, God reassures Jeremiah, but says that it is up to the prophet to cast aside such depressing thoughts, which are equivalent to a rebellion.

Thursday:    Jeremiah 18: 1-6.   God’s mastery of destiny is expressed through the image of the potter fashioning and refashioning the clay.   In this way Jeremiah is shown that although God’s will may seem to be obscured by the changes of history, it does not cease to be a loving will.

Friday:
   Jeremiah 26: 1-9.   We now come to a section describing the conflict between Jeremiah and those who were opposed to his message (i.e. those who preferred foreign alliances at any cost in order to keep the state alive).   This would be after the death of King Josiah (609BC) when Egyptian influence in Judah became especially strong.   Jeremiah’s message, warning of the danger of Jerusalem and the Temple being destroyed, caused a scandal.   He compared the possible fate of Jerusalem at the hands of the Babylonians to the fate of the shrine of Shiloh, once an important centre for the tribes of Israel (and the place where Samuel had received his call from God), but which had been destroyed by the Philistines about 1050BC.

Saturday:   Jeremiah 26: 11-16, 24.   The sequel to yesterday’s reading.   The priests demand the death of Jeremiah.   In return, Jeremiah reminds them of the age-old sign of the truth of the prophet:  a prophet who has really been sent by God will be discerned by the fact that his message will correspond to reality.   Many prophets had falsely prophesied peace because it was easier and more popular.



The civil leaders, at least, were persuaded by this statement of Jeremiah.   In a section which we do not read, they referred back to the unpopular message of the prophet Micah (Micah 3: 12) who had also prophesied destruction, but who was heeded by King Hezekiah.



Jeremiah is spared thanks to the intervention of the royal scribe Shaphan, who had participated in the religious reforms of the deceased King Josiah and who therefore saw the essential truth of Jeremiah’s teaching.

