THEME 11:   THE COVENANT: A GIFT OF LOVE THAT TRANSCENDS LEGALISM
TEXT: Dt 6‑7
I.‑ GUIDE FOR READING THE BIBLICAL TEXT
1. LITERARY LEVEL
1.1. Parenetic Genre:
It is significant that a book like Deuteronomy, which was doubtless conceived in its first drafts on the model of a code of the Sinai covenant, should at length have chosen the parænetic (Gk paraínesis = exhortation) or hortatory genre, which is so un‑legal, for a great part of the work, even for several of the laws given in it.

The parenetic genre is typical of wisdom literature, which aimed at benefiting from the hard‑won experience of a Master, so that his disciple could avoid unpleasant incidents and find it easier to follow the path of practical, orderly and prosperous conduct. To accomplish this, it had to create an atmosphere of trust, respect, admiration and obedience in the disciple, so that he would docilely accept the teachings and experience of his Master.

Exhortation was highly effective, above all because many of the teachings proposed were understandable only in the long run and sometimes went against immediate experience.

It is also enlightening to see that not a few of the famous wisdom books of Egypt that have been preserved are presented as being motivated by reflection on the great failures and disasters that the Master suffered or had to put up with, which he now presents so that his "son" or disciple might avoid them.

It seems that similar circumstances and motives led the "D" author to prefer exhortation to the techniques of narration or mere compilation which his predecessor "E" had used, although Deuteronomy is not, properly speaking, a piece of wisdom literature.

1.2. Internal Structure of Dt 6‑7:
These chapters form part of the second discourse of Moses: After the Introduction and Decalogue (4:44 ‑ 5:33), from ch. 6 until the end of ch.11 the form as rather disorderly unit, somewhat in the style of many wisdom discourses, aimed at convincing rather than teaching. Moreover, there are many repetitions, which are rather connatural to parenesis, so that it is not possible to divide them without a certain amount of arbitrariness. But in this discourse we find, almost in its totality, the quintessence of Deuteronomic thought.

In ch. 6, the dominant picture of Yahweh is that of the God of Fertility ‑‑in continuity with the Yahweh of the desert (cf. 8:12‑18)‑‑ which echoes the rivalry between Yahweh and Baal.

‑ 6:1‑3: Fruitfulness is the work and gift of Yahweh, and can only be achieved by fulfilling the Law.

‑ 6:4‑9: Yahweh alone is God and his Law is a matter of love, of the heart.

‑ 6:10‑19: The perils of prosperity: Forgetting Yahweh (regarding Him as unnecessary), losing one's fear of Him (trusting in other gods), tempting Him (doubting in his power).

‑ 6:20‑25: The Yahweh of prosperity (Law) is only attainable from the experience of Yahweh of the Exodus.

‑ 7:1‑6: The Land, a gift of Yahweh: annihilating the Canaanite peoples.

‑ 7:7‑11: The Exodus, proof of Yahweh's Fidelity and Power in choosing, loving and saving the slave and in doing away with the proud.

‑ 7:12‑16: Fruitfulness is the work and gift of Yahweh, and can only be achieved by fulfilling the Law.

‑ 7:17‑24: The conquest and possession of the Land supposes trust in Yahweh, who had brought them out of Egypt, and the fulfillment of His Law.

‑ 7:25‑26: The idolatrous riches of Canaan are not to be coveted, but must be destroyed.

1.3. Terminological Constants:
Almost all of the expressions that are ceaselessly repeated in chs. 6‑7 and throughout Dt, spring from the "God‑People" relationship of the Covenant and from the need to internalize them in order to avoid infidelity in the midst of prosperity, together with the ruin which this would entail.

‑ God:  Above all, Yahweh is the only God of Israel, at once its Father and Teacher, bent on winning its heart and warning it of the dangers that would lead it to ruin: "Yahweh: thy, our, your God... Yahweh has chosen you to be His portion...has loved you... has sworn an oath of mercy to your fathers...has bound Himself with you...has ransomed you...brought you out of Egypt..instructed you as a man instructs his sons...tried you and chastised you...fed you with manna...swore to give your fathers a good land" (cf. 4:39; 5‑7 and passim).

‑ Moses  dominates the story without rival, as Messenger of the then‑new Covenant and as the great Prophet of God's Love, Law and Teachings (chs. 4:44; 5:1; 6:1, etc.).

‑ The Law  ‑‑with its commandments and norms‑‑ is the great secret and grace of Yahweh, the wisdom of Israel, the only way that leads to life, prosperity and happiness (chs. 5‑8, passim).

‑ Means for fulfilling the Law:  "Listen to it, learn it, do not forget it...carry it always in your heart, on you lips...impress it upon your children...inscribe it on the doorposts of your house... bind them as a symbol on your forehead" (6:4‑9,20, etc.).

‑ Dangers that can lead to extermination:  "Forgetting the Law or growing lax in its fulfillment... in times of prosperity" (6:10‑13, 8:9‑11), distrusting in the power of Yahweh (6:16‑17, 7:17), making pacts with the peoples of Canaan, imitating their idolatry or coveting idolatrous riches" (ch. 7).

‑ Benefits obtained by keeping the Law:  Conquest and possession of the Land (6:1,19 and passim), a Land almost like paradise (6:10 ff, 7:7 ff and passim), fruitfulness (6:3, 7:13‑14, 8:8 ff, etc.), long life and happiness (5:33, 6:19, etc.), health (7:15, etc.), protection against enemies (7:16, etc.).

2. HISTORICAL LEVEL
2.1. Historical framework of the composition of Deuteronomy. The Assyrian deportation of the Kingdom of Israel, as an effect and a threat of paganization.
Although the Northern Kingdom, Israel, underwent a rapid paganization of its society as a result of its prosperity and of the sophisticated and seductive forms of Canaanite worship, it always had a strong core of believers faithful to the Tradition, as witnessed by the prophetic movements of Elijah, Hosea and Amos. The Levites, too, had to accommodate the Covenant Code and the Elohist traditions to social changes, as the Priests later had to do with the Holiness Code in the Southern Kingdom of Judah.

In 721 the North was overwhelmed by the Assyrian deportation. With the deportation of the entire noble and educated class, there arose the need to gather up the laws and traditions threatened with extinction, and above all, to reflect on that disheartening situation foreseen by the prophets: Why has Samaria ended up in ruin? How could one maintain fidelity to Yahweh in the midst of a pagan milieu with a pagan ruling class?

Of this activity, surely carried forward in the refuge of Judah, were born the Deuteronomic Code and progressively, Deuteronomy itself, which was rich not only in the ancient tradition of the North, but also through the influence of the experience of the prophets.

However, the perspective of Deuteronomy is not mainly the outlook of everyday concrete life, but rather, an idealization: what Israel should have done  in order to avoid ruin. This idealization may well explain the hesitancy of Judah in accepting Deuteronomy as a norm.

2.2. Context of the composition of this fragment of Dt:
The complex history of the composition of Dt is manifested in many details:

‑ Frequent shifts from the singular "thou" to the plural "ye" in exhortations addressed to the people. Some feel that this indicates a twofold source, although it is a normal practice in wisdom literature.

‑ Two introductory discourses by Moses: 1:1 ‑ 4:43 and 4:44 ‑ 11:32.

‑ Two series of blessings and curses at the end.

The first historical reference that seems to be securely tied to Dt is the reform of Josiah, upon his discovery of the 'Book of the Law' in the Temple and his anti‑idolatry campaign based on the Dt Code. Around this time Dt included at least those parts where the singular "thou" predominates (chs. 5‑26).

When Dt was incorporated into the Pentateuch in the time of Ezra, it was given its present form as a Covenant Document with a structure similar to Exodus, and served as the end of the Torah.

Chs. 6‑7 form part of the second discourse of Moses,  in which Yahweh is presented to us in the hortatory form as God of the Covenant ‑‑the only God, both in the desert and in future prosperity‑‑ and in which the history of the people's response is presented as a tortuous affair, even from the outset.

Ch. 5  introduces the Decalogue (5:6‑21) ‑‑in which Yahweh's words are directly addressed to the people without Moses as intermediary (5:22)‑‑ which is carefully distinguished from the Deuteronomic Code of commands, precepts and norms which are directly entrusted to Moses (5:31), thus establishing his legitimacy (5:23‑33).

Ch. 6  stresses the constant return of heart to the Yahweh of the Exodus and the Covenant, in order to experience prosperity once more as a gift of Yahweh and to avoid the temptations that prosperity might entail.

Ch. 7  recalls the Exodus as a proof of Yahweh's power to deliver even the strongest and most numerous peoples into the hands of Israel. And it commands that they be annihilated ‑‑as their wickedness deserves (9:5)‑‑ in order to avoid the fascinating temptation of their gods, their riches, and their idolatrous and unjust societies.

Ch. 8  dwells on the need to return constantly to the desert experience in order to create a prosperous but just society.

Chs 9‑11  recalls the infidelities of the desert in order to warn the people that the temptations of prosperity are the worst, and that they will be insuperable without a constant and heartfelt adherence to the Law. 

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
The patriarchal image of the God of the Fathers, who wisely looked after the human relationships within the group, accompanying and guiding it along the dangerous but necessary pilgrimage to which its subsistence was tied, could hardly fail to be dear to the heart of the people. And the Promise that they would achieve the dream of possessing a land of their own doubtless held the group together by giving them a sense of purpose.

The Might that Yahweh had shown in the Exodus, by testing the dreaded and sophisticated gods of Egypt and routing them, was strong enough to gather around him the tribes that were going to settle in Canaan.

But the settlement itself would largely rob the Promise of its attractive power, so that the years of slavery began to fade away even in the memory of the tribes that had experienced it.

Moreover, people grew accustomed to almost daily contact not only with the libertinism and moral problems of a cultured and prosperous society ‑‑which had been looked upon with such horror in patriarchal times‑‑ but also with the refined mythology and seductive worship of fertility gods, which seemed made‑to‑measure for their agricultural way of life.  In the normal course of events, Israel would have accepted the new culture, perhaps changing the names of some of its gods. And to a large extent they did so. But there was never lacking a strong group who remained loyal to tradition, out of which Elijah and the first known prophets arose, who set up a harsh opposition to this easy tendency to accommodation.

But this opposition could not limit itself to mere conservatism: it was vital that there be a juridical and theological renewal, in keeping with the needs of the new society. And the principal sources for it had, logically, to be Canaanite. Hosea is the best witness that we have to this change, and he doubtless influenced the theology of Dt from the outset.

3.1. Image of God:
3.1.1. "Yahweh is our God, He alone" (6:4):  The point of departure is the exclusiveness of the relationship that Yahweh has established with Israel, by making it the people of His possession, saving it from slavery, giving it possession of the promised land and revealing to it the secret of happiness.

It was not a matter of theory, but rather of accepting Yahweh's election in one's heart: "You shall love Yahweh your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength." There was no possibility of belonging to the people, to Yahweh, if this love did not completely imbue the heart. Not only forgetting Yahweh altogether, but denying Him a place in the heart, would lead to extermination, to loss of citizenship: it would arouse the "jealousy of Yahweh" (6:15, 8:14 ff).

In the measure that this experience of extermination kept growing, so the difference between Yahweh and other gods became clearer and clearer.

3.1.2. "Yahweh your God is in your midst" (6:15): The God of the Fathers also accompanied His pilgrim clan, letting its human members do their part and generally intervening only in cases of grave danger or injustice. In Dt, however, there is a constant stress on the wonderful and constant action of Yahweh in all aspects of social life and of nature, with its awesome cycles of life and death, of renewal and fertility, which had been so well interpreted in Canaanite mythology.

3.1.3. God opens Himself to man in a relationship of gratuitous Love, an offering and at the same time a guarantee of every good thing and blessing. He chose Israel out of sheer love (7:7), making it His personal possession and dwelling with it; liberating it from Egypt, guiding and instructing it in the desert, as a father instructs and guides his sons (8:1) and bringing it into a land flowing with milk and honey, with fields that others had tilled and cities that others had built.

3.1.4. He is a Generous God,  who disposes all things for the well being and happiness of His people, down to the last detail: He uses His power to free the enslaved people from Egypt; He guides and feeds His people, making springs flow for them in the desert; He strengthens His weak people, so that they can conquer the powerful and take possession of their fertile fields and walled cities. Both in the desert and in prosperity, it is His presence that makes possible their life, fruitfulness and happiness.

3.1.5. He is as Wise God,  who has arranged all things for the good of those who love him. To preserve them from the iniquity of the Canaanites (cf. 9:4), He makes His people suffer hunger and thirst or else He satiates them beyond all imagining. In the desert, He led, chastised and tested His people (8:15‑16) as a father does his son. Now He is giving them a Law, so that the people, like an adult, can learn how to live in prosperity as His personal possession, to live with a lively awareness of the fact that there is something more important for life than bread alone, namely, The Word (cf. 8:2‑5).

3.1.6. He is a God who is faithful to His plans,  all of which He has foreseen and provided for: faithful to the promise made to Abraham, faithful in His covenant and mercy unto the thousandth generation, faithful in saving His people, faithful in giving them all that their hearts could desire, and irresistible by everything or everyone opposed to His plans. Not even the repeated wickedness of His people can turn Him aside from His fidelity, although the people were often on the verge of extinction (6:16; cf. 9:20) or were really destroyed (7:4,9; 10:16,26; 8:19‑20).

3.1.7. He is a Jealous, Holy God,  who sets under the ban of extermination (herem) every pretense at securing life, fruitfulness, prosperity or happiness outside the lifegiving confines of His Love and Guidance. It is foolish to prefer the powerlessness of idols and to fear the power of man or of nature. Against Yahweh, the dread desert and the might of Egypt are as powerless to exterminate the people, as giant warriors, fertile land and idols are powerless to give life or assure prosperity. Either trusting them or fearing them means stepping outside the lifegiving, loving, wise and incomparable circle of Yahweh's power, in to put oneself in the arms of impotency and annihilation. This is the only real threat to life and happiness, and it is the only thing that the people should fear, and hence, avoid.

3.1.8. He is a God near at hand, who dwells in the midst of His people, both because of and in spite of His own holiness. He makes His name dwell "in the Temple" (cf. ch.12) and "in the midst of His people" through His wisdom and His commandments (cf. 4:6‑7). He always responds when He is invoked and He gives life for a thousand generations (5:10).

3.2. The People who bear the Name of Yahweh:
3.2.1. A People chosen gratuitously: It was not because they were the greatest and most numerous of peoples that Yahweh chose them, but rather, just the opposite, since they were the smallest of all and slaves as well. Thus it would remain clear that their election, salvation and expansion were purely the work of Yahweh's Love and Power. The unmatched power of tyrannical Egypt, as well as the deadly milieu of the desert, only served to show forth the originality and wisdom of Yahweh the Saving God. However absurd the orders given them might seem, the people had no other possibility of survival than to listen to and obey Yahweh and Moses.

3.2.2. A People who should respond to Love by loving obedience: The people, who have experienced the unique Love and Power of Yahweh, are about to enter and take possession of the Land, which represents at one and the same time the culmination of God's generous Promise and the temptation to forget Yahweh in this new situation of prosperity, as had happened to other peoples (6:10‑19).

The people are no longer children: they can forget or continue to obey the commands of Yahweh with no apparent change: nevertheless, in the long run, just as in the desert, they are still opting either for life or for extinction. Only by loving Yahweh with their whole heart ‑‑keeping His commandments deep in their heart‑‑ and by fearing the one way that can lead to their extinction ‑‑amorous dalliance with other gods and forgetting the commandments‑‑ can the People enjoy the prosperity of the Land, as Yahweh's property, and as the fulfillment of His Promise.

Now the People must live for God in abundance, without making it their be‑all and end‑all (cf. 8:14) forgetting that it is only a gift to be thankful for and to be shared.

3.2.3. People in a state of constant listening:  The possession of the Land by the people is above all a Witness to the fact that Yahweh faithfully keeps His Covenant and the mercy that He swore to the Fathers (7:12). For this "possession" is as far beyond human achievement as was the liberation from Egypt, surviving in the desert, or meeting God's holiness face to face on Horeb.

It wasn't just a matter of change of ownership of the land; the fulfillment of the Promise entailed opposition to the lifestyle of the peoples who were uprooted in order to make way for Israel, a lifestyle destined to be but under the ban (herem) because of the consummate wickedness to which it led.

Only by living in the awareness that they were the depositories of the Promise could this be achieved. An awareness that meant:

‑ Loving, with all their heart, Yahweh, the God of the people, who is the only God (6:4‑5).

‑ Constantly harking back to the primordial saving deeds of the Exodus (6:1,10,12,16,21‑23; 7:1,6‑8,12,18 and passim).

‑ Always keeping the commandments in their heart, on their lips and before their eyes, and teaching them to their children (6:1‑3,6‑9,20‑24; 7:11‑12 and passim).

‑ Taking the greatest care to fulfill them.

More than simply keeping a set of rules, it was a matter of the difficult art of reliving the experience of the desert in the midst of a fertile land, of being dependent on the mysterious guidance of God in circumstances that made them feel little need of Him as they had once needed Him in slavery or in the desert.

Only by constantly listening to the Word, with constant gratitude and admiration for the election and presence of God in the midst of the people, was it possible to relegate other goods to their true place, that is, as blessings of God and a fulfillment of His promise and His plans. If they lost this outlook, the people, in the midst of abundance, would forget what hunger had taught them in the desert: that it is not by bread alone that man lives, but by the Word (cf. 8:3). Bread ‑‑the coveting of possessions‑‑ would take the place of God (6:10‑12).

3.2.4. A People consecrated, free and happy:  The Commandments in the heart and the awareness of liberation and Exodus open the people's hearts to the reality of God's Love, and they give expression and witness to it. The result is a holy and consecrated people, God's possession, different from all other peoples on earth, a people structured from the viewpoint of God, a human expression of the Heart of God.

As Yahweh is so great and terrible that none can oppose Him without destroying themselves, so neither is there any real external enemy or danger for this People: They should live freely and without fear (7:16‑21), because God is in their midst.

This presence of God is accompanied by all kinds of blessings (7:13 ff), which are at the same time a gift (6:10‑12) and a manifestation of the mercy of a God who is on the side of life (6:1‑3).

Although the description that Dt makes of this property might sound rather materialistic, the context of constantly stressing the desert experience ‑‑and above all the more recent background of the annihilation of the Northern Kingdom‑‑ do not allow us to understand it in this way. The prosperity of which it speaks is a blessing from God. The real problem, until the revelation of the Mystery of the Cross and Resurrection of Christ, was the irreligious prosperity of the wicked. It is a proof that God is always on the side of life, even in the deadly desert. Prosperity and happiness are the natural surroundings of those who find their support in God, who shows that He is such by giving life to the people who belong to Him.

3.2.5. A Godfearing People: The experience of Sinai (cf. 5:23‑28) and the long march through the desert (cf. 8:2‑6,15‑16) had made it clear to Israel that God's world and ways are inaccessible to merely fleshly creatures; and the exodus from Egypt had made manifest the uselessness of power and abundance in opposition to God.

With the possession of the Land, these lessons could not be forgotten without falling to the level of the Egyptians and Canaanites and ending up in destruction. Now more than ever before, Israel faced the danger of joining the enemy: forgetting Yahweh trusting in idols, in human power and abundance. This was the only real danger for Israel, the only one that they must truly fear as much as their own destruction. Hence they had to constantly enliven their awareness and gratitude for their election and belonging to the living God, and to behave as such through continual contact with and meditation on the Word.

The "jealousy" of God is nothing more than the manifestation of His passion for life and His aversion to destruction.

3.3. The "enemy" peoples as a denial of God's plan:
Ever since the Exodus, Egypt and Pharaoh had been viewed as the very personification of human self‑sufficiency that opposes the saving plan of God, only to bring down upon itself its own destruction.

But Dt was aware of another enemy of God's plan, an enemy which, though more subtle, was no less dangerous: the pagan pantheon and the lifestyle of Canaanite society that had brought the Northern Kingdom of Israel to ruin.

Canaanite society seemed made‑to‑measure for the land in which they lived: their gods and goddesses took care of humans and of their land; access to them was easy and their mythological world was sophisticated and compelling, as is shown in the mythical accounts of Ugarit, already written down around 1350 B.C.

An interesting feature in these myths is the account of three pretenders to reign over the gods, under the supreme and uncontested rod of the "benign Ilu (= El) the bountiful": Yamm, the god of the sea‑chaos, Baal, the storm‑god of fertility and order, and Athtaru, the desert‑god. Only the first two struggled for the premier post, with Baal triumphing. The weakness of the desert‑god is obvious: "Athtaru...sat upon Baal's throne... His feet did not even reach the footstool, his head did not reach the finial" (Struggle between Baal and Mot 1.6. I 56 ff). This may provide a notion of what the image of Yahweh suggested in Canaanite surroundings. Indeed, they may have regarded Him as one of a number of lesser gods who could only be taken seriously in rather limited circles (cf. 2 Kgs 20:23, 17:25 ff).

In fact, the syncretism and moral degradation that came with abundance, despite the prophetic movement, prevailed until the fall of Samaria.

It was precisely the consummate wickedness of the Canaanite peoples, surrounded with all the trappings of power and splendor, that led to their annihilation ‑‑to become herem before Yahweh‑‑ and gave Israel the opportunity to possess the Land, thus fulfilling the Promise that God made to the Fathers (7:2,26; cf. 9:5).

The foundation and highest expression of this Canaanite wickedness, were their exciting idols, in which they gloried, offering them the best of what they had. They covered them with gold and silver and even sacrificed their children to them, despite their powerlessness. Yahweh, in contrast, shows no favor and accepts no bribe, but does justice to the oppressed  (10:17‑18).

The result of all this wickedness was a blind trust in their own power, the oppression of the weak, the untrammeled licence of the powerful and rich, and moral depravity.

The first commitment of Israel  must be to carry out, under the guidance of Yahweh who had decreed it and supported it by His power, the extermination of this society, making every vestige of it disappear; to carry out the destruction of that lifestyle and the consequences to which it inevitably led, despite its splendor. Israel must commit itself to this task, however unlikely it might seem, because its departure from Egypt had been just as unlikely (7:17 ff).

To this end, Israel must avoid all contamination, all pacts with such a system, under pain of coming under the ban (herem) itself (7:2‑4).

And above all, Israel must annihilate every manifestation of idolatry ‑‑graven images, sacred pillars, memorial stones and altars which were the supporting bastions of that system of death‑‑ and must not allow itself to be led astray by the riches with which these images were covered or covet their silver and gold, lest Israel itself should become anathema.

This "consecration" of that whole system to extermination was not an annihilation of peoples (cf. 23:7, 10:18‑19). Above all it meant annihilating within Israel itself all that might profane its character of being Yahweh's consecrated possession. In the Deuteronomic Code, any Israelite was to be dealt with in the same way (cf. ch. 13; 21:18‑21). The aim was to eliminate the mechanisms of death ‑‑above all those which arrogated to themselves dominion over life‑‑  which were therefore opposed to the plan of God, the God of Life.


STUDY HELPS
	1. Plan of Deuteronomy:
In the present "P" redaction, Dt is the conclusion of the Torah, the Law, and the redactors chose to give it a structure like that of Exodus, before the priestly law (Ex 25‑31, 35‑40) was included within Exodus itself:

a) From Sinai to Moab: Dt 1‑4,43 (From Egypt to Sinai, Ex 1‑18)

b) Preparation of the Covenant and Decalogue: Dt 4:44 ‑ 11:32 (Ex 19 ‑ 20:21)

c) Deuteronomic Code: Dt 12 ‑ 26 (Covenant Code Ex 20:22 ‑ 23:33)

d) Covenant Rite: Dt 27 ‑ 28 (Ex 24)

e) Apostasy of the People and Pardon by God: Dt 29‑31 (Ex 32‑34)

f) Conclusion of the Torah: Dt 32‑34.

Before it was included in the Pentateuch, it seems that Dt was made up of chs. 4:44 ‑ 28:69, aimed at being the new Covenant for the possession of the Land (cf. 28:69), and had the structure of a Covenant document:

a) Chs. 4:44 ‑ 11:32: Presentation of the Sovereign Yahweh, of His mediator Moses, historical relationships between God and the People, and the need for the new Covenant.

b) Chs. 12 ‑ 26: Code of the new Covenant.

c) Chs. 27 ‑ 28: Covenant Rite and blessings and curses.

To these were added: an historical Prologue (1:1 ‑ 4:43); a recapitulation (cc. 29 ‑ 30), other historical narratives (ch. 31) and the Canticle of Moses, which could form part of the Covenant document or merely serve as the conclusion of the Pentateuch.


	2. The Deuteronomistic History
Despite the theological depth of Dt, it does not seem to have met with acceptance in Judah until the Southern Kingdom was itself on the brink of destruction. Then it became not only the soul of the passing reform of Josiah, but also the basis for a theological current that would become the norm for judging the history of the people, ever since their entry into the Land.

The so‑called Historical Books, from Judges to 2 Kings, are the fruit of this theological current and are not aimed at writing history as such ‑‑a great deal of which had already been treated in much greater detail in the chronicles of the Court‑‑ but rather at throwing light on how the People ‑‑and their Kings‑‑ should have acted in order to avoid both the destruction of Israel and the deportation of Judah.


	3. The "Herem," ban or anathema
The ban seems to have derived from the primitive custom of the holy war, for which the warriors "sanctified" themselves by abstaining from sex and by other rites, and of which the booty was consecrated to the divinity, so that no man was allowed to take advantage of it. Hence the annihilations that followed several military victories.

In historical times, not only was it not practiced, but the term "herem" itself came to be used as a term for consecration to God (Lev 27:28) and sometimes for a non‑religious extermination (2 Kgs 19:11).

It was the "D" author who created a theological herem  of idols and of all Canaanite society and culture, based on the latter's wickedness in the eyes of God. Hence it was presented as an ideal in order to keep fidelity to the Covenant in the Land.


	4. From Henotheism to Monotheism
Although from very ancient times Yahwism had shown many signs of exclusivism and an allergy for idols, the reality of religious promiscuity in the Land, as an accepted social reality, is undeniable. Possibly the pantheon of Ugarit deities, though some 300 years earlier, can offer us a point of comparison with its one supreme and bountiful god, Ilu (El), whose approval was necessary for the initiatives of other gods, even for the Baal, the god of storms and of fertility, who reigned over the rest of the gods. El, Baal and Astarte, the goddess of war for the Ugarit warriors ‑‑though she later evolved into the love‑goddess of fertility‑‑ are the ones who played the most direct role in the everyday life of human beings.

Yahweh‑Elohim came to supplant El, although the other gods continued in their functions, assuming in practice a great part of the relationship which Yahweh had with the people in the steppe. This led to the rise of groups who were faithful to the tradition and to the prophets who, moreover, had to apply to Yahweh the attributes of Baal, in order to discredit the latter. This is the thrust of the Elijah Cycle (1 Kgs 17 ff): rain, life and the heavenly firebolt (ch. 17‑19) were attributes of Baal.

It took the downfall of the Northern Kingdom of Israel, and reflection upon that catastrophe, to bring about a true henotheism and possibly monotheism, if not in theory, at least in practice, which Dt reflected in the 7th century.

Nevertheless, it was not accepted by Judah until, at the hands of the Babylonians, it suffered the same experience as the North. The incredible liberation and return authorized by the edict Cyrus in 538, pushed Deuteronomy to strict monotheism, denying the entire existence of idols, and leading the people to accept its canons without further hesitation.



II.‑ CLARETIAN RESONANCES
1. GRATUITOUSNESS OF PERSONAL ELECTION
Our Father Founder was aware that God had chosen him because He loved him, out of sheer gratuitousness: "I understood how the Lord had called me without any merit on the part of my birthplace, my parents or myself" (Aut 114). "God called me, I heard Him and offered myself to Him" (Aut 701).

At 12 years of age, Anthony had offered himself to serve the Lord day and night as a priest. He began to study Latin, but the class closed that year and he could not continue his studies. His father put him to work in his workshop. He no longer thought about the priesthood. Later he went to Barcelona to perfect himself technically, and his whole focus was on manufacturing. "My life at this time was an embodiment of what the Gospel says about the thorns choking the good grain" (Aut 65). When he was on the brink of realizing his worldly ideals, he began to feel an inward repugnance. "God willed something else for me: He wanted me to be a priest, not a businessman, although at that time such ideas never entered my head" (Aut 64). But God continued to be faithful and kept calling him by means of many trials and by His Word. When all of this finally dawned on Anthony, he joyfully confessed God's faithful and gratuitous goodness:  "My God, how good ... you have been to me!...Misericordia tua magna est super me!" (cf. Aut 76).

God, who had chosen him gratuitously, continued loving him and being ever present with him as he fulfilled his mission: "May the Lord be blessed for stooping to use such a miserable person as myself to do such great things. May God's be the glory and mine the confusion I deserve. Everything I have I owe to God; He has given me health, energy, words, and all the rest besides. I have always known that the Lord was my fuel; but on this trip all the rest knew it too" (Aut 703).

2. GRATUITOUS ELECTION OF THE CONGREGATION
Our Father Founder places the founding of the Congregation among the uninterrupted series of manifestations of God's love for the Church in order to help it in its mission in the world (cf. SSW, p. 488). And in the Autobiography he exclaims: "My God, may you be blessed for condescending to choose your humble servants to be Sons of the Immaculate Heart of your Most Holy Mother!" (Aut 492).

Father Xifré proves that the Congregation is the work of God's gratuitous love through its fruits, through the trials that it has overcome, and by the testimony of the Father Founder himself, in some notes that he made in prayer "on the day when the Giver of all good gifts inspired him with this idea: 'Aided by your grace,' he said to God and to the Blessed Virgin Mary, 'and by the companions you have assigned to me, I will form this Congregation, of which I will be the last and the servant of all; and so I will kiss their feet, serve them at table, and hold myself quite fortunate to exercise these offices'" (J. Xifré, El Espíritu de la Congregación  [Madrid 1892], Introduction,  II, pp. 12‑13). Precisely because it is a gift of God, the Congregation can always count on God's faithfulness: "But all of the aforementioned trials, far from undoing the Congregation, have given it greater force and splendor: for God is leading it by the hand and is at its side to defend it and lift it up" (ibid., p. 15).

3. OF THE LOVE OF GOD AND NEIGHBOR
Human beings should love God with all their heart, with all their life and with all their possibilities. The apostolic missionary has been called and consecrated precisely to remind and spur everyone on to fulfill this first and greatest commandment. That is why he must set the world on fire with God's love. When our Founder presented himself to people at a mission, he said that he was undertaking such a hard task not for any earthly reason: "My aim is to make God better known, loved and served by everyone. If only I had all human hearts with which to love my God! My God, people do not know you! If they did, you would be loved far more than you are... This is my aim: to make God known, so that He may be loved and served by all" (Aut 202).

Hence he was convinced that "the virtue an apostolic missionary needs most of all is love. He must love God, Jesus Christ, Mary Most Holy, and his neighbors" (Aut 438). But not just any degree of charity will do: "A truly loving person loves both God and his neighbor. The truly zealous person is also a lover, but in a higher degree of love. Indeed, the greater one's love, the more he is compelled by zeal; and if a person has no zeal, it is a sure sign that the fire of love or charity has gone out in his heart. A person who has zeal is always yearning and striving by all means possible to make God better known, loved and served both in this life and in the next, since this sacred love knows no bounds. "He does the same for his neighbor, yearning and striving to make everyone content in this life, and happy and blessed in the next; to see to it that all of them are saved and that none of them is eternally lost, that none of them offends God or lives for even a moment in sin" (SSW, pp. 493‑494).

For this reason he strove to see to it that he himself was aflame with love and found that to achieve this he had to keep the commandments, practice the evangelical counsels, faithfully correspond with inspirations, make his meditation well, pray and beg for love, hunger and thirst for this love (cf. Aut 442‑448).

The Constitutions, in n. 40, want us to conserve this flame that comes to us from our Founder: "Driven by apostolic zeal and the joy of the Spirit, we too should bend every effort to make God known, loved and served by everyone. We should love each and every human being, longing and working for the day when all may come to share the blessedness of the Kingdom already begun here on earth."

The Constitutions urge us to fidelity: "Since God has called us not because of any merit of our own but according to his own gracious design (cf. 2 Tm 1:9), and has justified us in Jesus Christ (cf. Rm 3:24), we therefore trust that He who has begun a good work in us will carry it to completion, right up to the day of Jesus Christ (cf. Php 1:6)" (CC 51). "They should strive to respond gladly and generously to God's fidelity towards them, by their own fidelity to God" (CC 67). Our Father Founder felt urged to be faithful by "contemplating" the fidelity of a dog to his master: "I should be the same: so faithful and constant in serving and loving God that I might say with the Apostle that neither death nor life nor anything else can ever separate me from Him" (Aut 670).
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1. PRAYER
2. ORIENTATION
3. READING OF THE TEXT FOR THE COMMUNITY MEETING
	
The text will be given in written form in the booklet:  Dt 7:7‑15


4. DIALOGUE BASED ON THE BIBLICAL TEXT
4.1. Biblical Key
a) What reasons moved God to choose Israel?

b) How are the following described: the blessing that comes from listening to the norms dictated by Yahweh? the curse that comes from disobeying them?

c) In the situation in which Israel was living when the Deuteronomist tradition was consolidated, what dangers could undo their relationship with Yahweh or bring down His curse, and how should they confront them?

d) What is the meaning of fidelity to the loving and gratuitous election on the part of Yahweh?

e) What does Yahweh's being the One God mean, and in what context do the people become aware of His absolute Lordship?

4.2. Claretian Key
a) In Claret's heart, which attitude favored his awareness of the gratuitousness of his election by God?

b) In our hearts, which attitude should favor an awareness of being part of a missionary Congregation, the fruit of the gratuitous election of God?

4.3. Situational Key
a) What are the false gods of our society?

b) The text of Dt describes the criteria of election on God's part (the chosen people were a "small" people). Let us examine the situation of our society and see which are the criteria that govern its function and its "hierarchical place" among other peoples?

c) Which situations in our social context call down the wrath of God?

4.4. Existential Key
a) Let us share something of the way we have experienced the gratuitousness of God's love in our own life and in the history of our community (our people).

b) What dangers threaten the radical living of our response to God's gratuitous love?

c) Are we, as a religious community, clear signs of the centrality of God in the life of persons and in the history of people? What hinders us from being clearer signs of it?

d) What does it demand of us ‑‑personally, communitarily and institutionally‑‑ to continue adhering to God and to the model of society based on solidarity that is born of this adherence in the midst of a world with characteristics like our own?

5. SUGGESTIONS FOR CELEBRATION
a) Song or prayer: Psalm 66

b) Moment of silence

c) Reading: Song of Songs 3:1‑4 (response to the God of love which is awakened in history). Claretian text: Aut 447 (petition to Mary for the love of God and neighbor).

d) Invitation to shared prayer.

e) Dismissal

f) Song of thanksgiving.
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