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

(Cycle 2)

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

From Monday to Thursday we read further and final extracts from the prophet Jeremiah, who has occupied the Lectionary for the last two weeks.

Monday:    Jeremiah 28: 1-17.   At the end of the 6th. cent. BC, the Babylonians tightened their grip on Judah, and attempts at resistance in Jerusalem, encouraged but not properly supported from Egypt, only brought further pressure.   In 597BC the first stage of the reduction of Jerusalem began, with the deportation to Babylon of the young king Jehoiachin and the royal family, the installation of a Babylonian puppet-successor, and the despoliation, but not yet total destruction, of the Temple.   This is the context for today’s reading.



The prophet Jeremiah had already been instructed by God (27: 1) to appear in the streets wearing a wooden yoke, one of the frequently encountered symbolic actions of the prophets which in this case represented the subjection of Judaea to King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon.   The prophet Hananiah, however, gave a message totally contrary to that of Jeremiah, looking forward to recovery and prosperity (which Jeremiah would only concede if the people properly subjected themselves to the will of God).   Hananiah therefore broke the yoke worn by Jeremiah, but as we see Jeremiah was then instructed to wear a yoke of iron instead – not that this has necessarily to be taken literally.   Jeremiah reminds the people that a prophecy is only authentic if it is fulfilled:  false prophets prophesy peace because it is easier and more popular.   The subsequent death of the prophet Hananiah indicates that his message is not true.

Tuesday:   Jeremiah 30: 1-2, 12-15, 18-22.   This is the real centre of Jeremiah’s prophecy:  after God’s judgement comes salvation.   This section was probably addressed (like some others which we have read earlier) not to Jerusalem but to the prostrate people of Israel in the North, during the earlier part of Jeremiah’s ministry under the Judaean king Josiah (640-609BC), when there was some faint hope of reuniting the kingdoms.   This section makes much use of the image of lover-relationship, which we also found in the prophet Hosea:  Israel has been seduced by false ‘lovers’ who prevented her from turning to her God.   The second half speaks of restoration under a new ruler, taken from the people, with Jerusalem as a universal centre of worship.

Wednesday:   Jeremiah 31: 1-7.   A prophecy of return and renewed gladness, again addressed to the people of Israel in the hope of their reunification with Judah, and using language very similar to Second-Isaiah speaking of the return of the Babylonian exiles to Jerusalem.   The Israelites have had to pass through the ‘wilderness experience’ (another image found also in Hosea) in order to encounter their God once more.   Those who remain after the fall of Israel and its capital Samaria into the hands of the Assyrians, back in 722BC, will constitute the new Israel.

Thursday:    Jeremiah 31: 31-34.   A key passage, often used in the liturgy, on the theme of the new covenant.   God’s covenant with his people will this time not be on stone tablets as with Moses, but written on human hearts;  Jeremiah uses this image more than once, it being found also at 17:1 (St. Paul adopts the same theme, see 2 Corinthians 3:3).   Jeremiah looks to a time when all will have direct knowledge of God, and intermediaries (including prophets and priests) will be unnecessary.   Direct knowledge of God will go hand in hand with integrity in one’s attitude to life.

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Friday:
    Nahum 2: 1, 3;  3: 1-3, 6-7.   The theme of the prophet Nahum is God’s vindication of his people by the overthrow of their enemies.   The enemy in this case is Assyria, who had been in decline for some time and was eventually the victim of a Babylonian revolt.   The Assyrian capital Nineveh was destroyed in 612BC, and Nahum was active in his ministry in Jerusalem at that time.   Nahum’s message is full of jubilant praise, though some may feel that it does not pay due regard to the rise of the Babylonians which was to follow, and which proved a greater threat, leading indeed to the ultimate destruction of Jerusalem.



The extract given begins with the image of a messenger running to bear good news (identical to Isaiah 52:7).   Israel, ravaged by the Assyrians in 722BC, and Judah, threatened by them in 701BC, are freed of menace.   There is then a vivid poetic description of the destruction of Nineveh itself and God’s words of judgement on that city, which receives the punishment due to a harlot.   The last line, referring to the devastated Nineveh, “where can I find anyone to comfort her?” is a pun on Nahum’s own name which means ‘comfort’.

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Saturday:    Habakkuk 1:12 – 2:4.   Habakkuk’s ministry is set in the context of the Babylonians (=”Chaldaean”) threat and occupation, and thus he must have been active in Jerusalem some time between 626 and 587BC.   He asks the age-old question based on the Babylonian menace:  why do the wicked thrive, and where is divine justice?   How, in fact, can God sometimes seem to use the wicked as his agents to bring the lapsed back to a state of justice?   Despite these doubts, Habakkuk still reveals an underlying faith and trust in God;  his teaching that the upright will live by faith was adopted by, and became almost the motto of, St. Paul.



The Babylonians are compared to fishermen, catching the nations in their net, and then, as the pagans they are, offering sacrifice and incense to the net itself rather than to God.   Habakkuk describes himself as standing on a high watchtower, alert for any sign of God giving an answer to his dilemma;  the answer is rather similar to that given to Job:  ‘wait and see’.    God reassures the prophet that his will is loving, even if for a time it seems to be hidden, but adds that the most evident sign of the faithless man is that when the going becomes difficult he will despair and fall away.

