NOTES ON THE FIRST READINGS FOR THE NINETEENTH 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 we begin a reading of extracts from the third of the great Old Testament prophets:  Ezekiel.

Ezekiel was a priest who was exiled from Jerusalem in the first wave of deportations by the Babylonians in 597BC, when the city was despoiled but not totally destroyed, and many of its important citizens taken into exile;  King Jehoiachin was dethroned and taken to Babylon along with his family, and a puppet successor, Zedekiah, was appointed in Jerusalem.   From the dating given in the first chapter, Ezekiel’s prophetic ministry actually began in 593BC.   It was intense in the years up to 586BC, when the final destruction of Jerusalem took place, during which time he opposed the futile attempts by the leaders in Jerusalem to restore their independence, and tried to show that obedience to God was more important than short-time political success.   The last event mentioned in his prophecy dates to 571BC.

Some commentators have wondered how Ezekiel could have been in exile in Babylon and yet seemingly prophesying from within Jerusalem;  however, the prophet could perfectly easily have received information in Babylon of the deteriorating situation in Jerusalem, and shaped his exile-prophecies accordingly.   Physical presence was not necessary;  he spoke to Jerusalem from exile.

Approximately half of the prophecy deals with God’s judgment, and half with the theme of God’s continued support for his people, and hope for restoration.   In exile there was obviously no Temple;  there was also the temptation to adopt Babylonian religious ways.   Ezekiel was eager to recall the old religious traditions, and to strengthen faith through continued religious practice and fidelity to the Law.   The political disaster which had befallen the nation was seen as God’s punishment for infidelity;  the people’s breaking of the covenant with God was a form of prostitution.

Ezekiel’s prophecy has many hallmarks:  there is much use of God’s direct speech, the divine “I” being continually present.   God’s majesty and holiness is stressed, contrasting with the essential rebelliousness of human nature.   The people are frequently reminded of the requirements of their religious cult.  In style, Ezekiel tends to repetition as he hammers home his concern for the Law and the priesthood.   His images are the most vivid to be found in all the prophecies, even to the point of wildness:  the description of God’s glory in chapter 1 was never read in the synagogue services as it was felt that its mystical power was too disturbing for the listener.

In the later chapters, the prophet (or more probably one of his followers) envisages an ideal restored Temple, whose construction is described in almost overpowering detail.   Ezekiel never went beyond seeing the Temple as the religious centre of the chosen people, and the chosen people alone;  he lacks the universal vision of all peoples streaming to Jerusalem which we find in, for example, the last chapters of Isaiah.

Monday:    Ezekiel 1: 2-5, 24-28.   Ezekiel is described as being on the banks of the River Chebar, which was in fact a canal built as an offshoot of the River Euphrates near Babylon, and one of the places where exiles from Jerusalem were settled as a colony.   Here he has his vision of divine presence:  the power of God represented in storm-clouds, and the sensation of the hand of God coming upon the prophet, are features found elsewhere.   The living creatures surrounding the divinity would be the ‘cherubim’, the description of which owes much to the tradition of the Assyrians, where they were seen as semi-divine guardians of royal places.

Tuesday:    Ezekiel 2:8 – 3:4.   God addresses Ezekiel, here as in many other places, as “son of man”, which – unlike its use by Jesus in the Gospels – means ‘mere mortal’.   Ezekiel’s mission is revealed in a vision:  he is given a scroll of “wailing and woe”, which tastes sweet to the prophet, for he delights in his mission, but bitter in its implications for others.   This message of woe he is to pass on to the people.

Wednesday:   Ezekiel 9: 1-7; 10: 18-22.   The prophet’s vision of the end of the Temple, which has been defiled by idolatry.   Seven men – a sign of completeness – are to make their way into Jerusalem and mark on the forehead with a cross – the Hebrew letter ‘tau’ – all those who are innocent of idolatry.   Meanwhile the glory of God prepares to leave the Temple, and indeed finally does so, escorted by the cherubim.   The idolaters are slain, thereby defiling the Temple so that the divine presence is no longer possible anyway.   This section of the prophecy refers to the final destruction of the city of Jerusalem in 587/586BC.

Thursday:   Ezekiel 12: 1-12.   A passage corresponding to the attempted flight of King Zedekiah from Jerusalem.   According to the historical account in 2 Kings, the king fled at night with his retinue and made a hole in the city wall in order to evade the siege.   Apprehended by the Babylonians, the king was blinded and the whole party taken into exile in chains.



Ezekiel is told to undertake a prophetic action corresponding to the royal flight:  departure with an exile’s bundle of belongings.   We do not have to assume that this was an actual event in the life of the prophet;  it can be seen more as a parable which Ezekiel would have used to force home to the existing exiles the news of the final calamity which had befallen Jerusalem.   The prophet is told to cover his face as a sign of shame.   No sympathy is shown for the king, whose foolish policies of seeking alliances had caused the ultimate disaster anyway.   Indeed Ezekiel is careful never to call him “king” as if not to bring the consecrated word into contempt.

Friday:   Ezekiel 16: 1-15, 60, 63.   The history of Jerusalem seen as the allegory of an adulterous wife.   Jerusalem had been a Canaanite settlement which the Israelites occupied but did not destroy;  after settling there, they built it up, and David made it the capital.   God is seen as being Jerusalem’s foster parent, saving a child exposed at birth who otherwise would have died.   The child’s growth is then described, followed by God’s decision to marry the girl, clothing her with a royal garment.   All this is imagery for David’s choice of the city as capital, the splendour of Jerusalem under Solomon, the special royal covenant with Jerusalem resulting from the building of the Temple.   But then Jerusalem showed faithlessness by tending towards other gods.



Nevertheless, God is still willing to offer forgiveness, and this unexpected forgiveness will revive the people’s memory of their former loyalty, and the great deeds done for them by God.

Saturday:  Ezekiel 18: 1-10, 13, 30-32.   This section marks a development in the Old Testament in the idea of personal responsibility.   No longer, says the prophet using an old proverb also known to Jeremiah (31:29) will the children be punished for the sins of the fathers;  each will be responsible for himself.   In the present situation the fathers were law-abiding, the sons rebellious, offending social justice.   The sons cannot hide behind the justice of the fathers.   There is a final call for repentance, the acquisition of a new heart – or rather, as we will see later (36:36), God will offer each a new heart.

