THEME 7:
AN IMPOSSIBLE DIALOGUE WITH THE POWERS THAT BE
TEXT:
Jeremiah, Chapters 1-6, 21-23, 26-29, 34-35.

(For community meeting: Jeremiah 1,4-9)


BIBLICAL KEY
0. THE ARRANGEMENT OF THE BOOK OF JEREMIAH AS A WHOLE

0.1. Jeremiah is the longest book in the Bible
It is very hard to satisfactorily divide this book as we have it today. Even its early Greek translators encountered a different edition of it or else made a new one themselves: they reset the "oracles against the nations" as chapters 25-32, thus giving greater unity to the biographical section or "Passion of Jeremiah" (LXX: 33-51). Even so, this does not make the order and division of the book clear. A chronological order is no sure criterion, though it provides some orientation. For the rest, the book tells us that Jeremiah himself dictated his oracles against Judah, Jerusalem and the nations twice (see ch. 36). And the famous "Confessions" --whether all of them are authentic or not-- were doubtless written at various periods of his own life or at various periods of the historical experience of the Jewish people.

0.2. Overall division:
The book is usually divided into three or four parts, depending on whether or not one considers chapters 26-45 a unit. Thus, apart from the Prologue (ch. 1) and the Epilogue (ch. 52), the three or four parts of the book are as follows:

I)
Oracles against Judah and Jerusalem: chs. 2-25 (= LXX)

II)
Oracles against foreign Nations:

a) Introduction to the Oracles: 25:15-38 (LXX: 32:15-38)

b) Oracles against the Nations: chs. 46-51 (LXX:  25-32)

III)
Oracles of salvation after the test: chs 26-45

a) Possible hope: chs 26-35 (LXX: 33-42)

b) The fall of Jerusalem: chs. 36-45 (LXX: 43-51)

Nobody further subdivides section II, although some place it in third place, as the Hebrew text does. We have already seen that the Greek text decidedly places it in second place.

In contrast, not only is section III usually subdivided, but this is done in divergent ways and under different headings. For example:

III) Biographical accounts about Jeremiah (26-45; minus  IV)

IV) Oracles of restoration (chs. 30-33 or even 30-35)

The biography of Baruch is stressed.

Others offer the following subtitles:

III) Prophecies of happiness or salvation (chs. 26-35)

IV) The suffering or "Passion of Jeremiah" (chs. 36-35).

There is an evident tendency to order all the prophets in three sections:

1) oracles against the People of God;

2) oracles against the Nations;

3) oracles of hope and salvation.

This can be seen not only in the books of Isaiah and Ezekiel, but also in some of the Lesser Prophets. It likewise appears in the Greek textual tradition on Jeremiah: the second section is positive for the People of God, in the sense that it deals with the chastisement of their enemies. In contrast, the Hebrew text seems to set out from the mission of Jeremiah as "prophet (of Israel and) of the Nations" (1:5; 25:13; 36:2; 46:1) and places the "biography of his passion" in the center. Thus:

1) oracles against the People of God (chs, 2-25)

3) narratives about Jeremiah (chs. 26-45)

3) oracles against the Nations (chs. 46-41)

But the present order of the book is not clear. It is not chronological even in the biographical part (chs. 36, 46 and 51:59-64, at least, are displaced).  In the first part, some collections that must have existed independently have been inserted. The clearest of these are the "Confessions"; but the same is true of the sections titled "The Great Drought" (14:1-15:4), "To the Royal House of Judah" (21:11-23:8) and "To the False Prophets" (23:9-40). The same can be said of chs. 30-31 and even 32-36, in the second part. For all of these reasons, we have chosen not to do a continuous reading of the text, but rather, one based on historical levels: the level of Jeremiah and his biographer, and the level of the Deuteronomistic re-reading of the text. The theology of the text also reflects these two levels.

0.3. The division we propose for our missionary reading
0.3.1. Various hands can be seen at work in almost all books of the Bible. The present book is no exception. In Jeremiah, we certainly find some of the original words of the prophet. But there are also many words retouched by his disciples, besides a partial "biography." All of this is what we propose to read in our initial approach, which we therefore call "the Jeremiah of History." It corresponds  to almost all of the book, but its presence is more notable in the chapters that we have selected for this first reading: chs. 1-6, 21-23, 26-29 and 34-35, together with certain shorter parts from other chapters.

0.3.2. Nevertheless, this long prophetic book --longer even than Isaiah, which is presently divided into three epochs-- has a very long and complex redactional history. One must at least admit a Deuteronomistic re-reading of the whole ensemble of words and deeds of Jeremiah, which was, like the Deuteronomist's own work, surely done in two stages. Although this appears to some degree in all parts of the work, we have especially chosen some chapters in which we most clearly note this Exilic re-reading of Jeremiah and of the "biography" itself. For this second reading, within a broader historical perspective, we have chosen chs. 7-20, 24-25, 30-33, 46-52, along with a few other passages.

0.3.3. Thus, in our Theme 7 and in the following one, we will try to read the book of Jeremiah via this two-level approach. This will be rather like the way we deal with the Gospels, which present historical words and deeds of Jesus, as well a post-resurrection re-reading of them by different Christian groups. Also, as in the case of the Gospels, where we must suppose that there was a long stage of disciples re-reading the words and events of Jesus' life, so we must suppose that there was a long stage of disciples re-reading the words and events of Jeremiah's life before the final redaction of the book, which is doubtless Exilic.

1. HISTORICAL LEVEL

1.1. Josiah's reform and its ambiguity
1.1.1. The historical books (2 Kgs 22-23 and 2 Chr 34-35) tell us of the "reform" carried out by King Josiah around 628, a reform sparked by the high priest Hilkiah's discovery of the "Book of the Law" during repairs on the Jerusalem Temple in 622. This reform consisted of a sweeping centralization of religion and worship, abolishing not only with magic and divination, sacred prostitution, infant sacrifice and worship of foreign gods and goddesses, but also with the Yahwist worship offered in shrines scattered throughout the country, especially in the north (Bethel, Gilgal, Samaria, etc.). This reform also had its social and juridical aspects, but of these we are much less well informed. Of Josiah's grandfather Manasseh, it was said that he "shed so much innocent blood as to fill the length and breadth of Jerusalem" (2Kgs 21:16). Of his father Amon, it was said that in comparison with Manasseh, "he only increased his guilt" (2 Chr 33:23), to such an extent that his own retainers conspired against him and put him to death. Now if his predecessors had  done all this, how many things would this young king not have to change?

1.1.2.  This centralization of worship was surely not altogether advantageous, except for the clergy of Jerusalem, who saw their power and income bolstered by it. Thus it is quite understandable that the official priests and prophets of the Temple would turn against Jeremiah. But this reforming centralization was even less decisive for a change of conduct regarding the Covenant demands of justice and brotherhood. Hence it is not surprising that Jeremiah was not overly friendly toward this so-called "reform." Or to be more precise, although he sympathized with it at first, his enthusiasm for it soon grew cool, because of a lack of conversion on the part of the people. Two clear testimonies to this aloof posture can be found in his famous discourse against the Temple (in chs. 7 and 28), and in the dreadful phrase: "How can you say, 'We are wise, we have the law of the Lord'? Why, that has been changed into falsehood by the lying pen of the scribes!" (8:8).

1.2. Josiah and his descendants: the end of the monarchy
1.2.1. The long reign of Josiah (640-609) was a breathing-space for Judah, since the Assyrian Empire was on its last legs. The star of Babylonia was rising, and Egypt itself feared it more than it did its old enemy, Assyria. Thanks to this situation, Josiah could foster both his religious reform and the political emancipation of the nation, even striving to reincorporate the territory and people of the North, the former Israel, into his own kingdom . But he met a tragic end in the battle of Megiddo (609), against  the Pharaoh Neco of Egypt, who was marching to the north to help the last Assyrian king. The Bible mentions his death, but barely comments on it, perhaps because it did not fit in with the Deuteronimistic theology of historical reward for works of justice. This king was assessed as follows by the Deuteronomist (2 Kgs 23:25): "Before him there had been no king who turned to Yahweh as he did, with his whole heart, his whole soul, and his whole strength." And according to the posthumous testimony of Jeremiah (22:15-16), Josiah was a model of justice toward the poor. Although this image may have been somewhat idealized, it was not without historical foundation in his life.

1.2.2. In contrast, Josiah's son Jehoiakim (609-598), imposed as king by Pharaoh Neco on his return from defeat in the battle of Carchemish, "did evil in the sight of Yahweh, just as his forebears [except, of course, Josiah] had done" (2 Kgs 23:37, 2 Chr 36:5). "He gave silver and gold to Pharaoh, but taxed the land to raise the  amount...exacted silver and gold from the people of the land" (2 Kgs 23:35) and "did abominable things" (2 Chr 36:8). From the Book of Jeremiah we learn more of Jehoiakim: that he exploited his people, lived luxuriously, acted outrageously and shed innocent blood (Jer 22:13-17). He proudly scorned and rejected the Word of God written by Jeremiah (ch. 36), who foretold that he would be given the burial of an ass and would have no successor (22:18). This is not how things turned out historically, but Jehoiakim had to submit to Nebuchadnezzar (605-562) and was perhaps his prisoner (2 Chr 36:5-7). The prophet surely came closer to the mark in the tragic figure of Jehoiakim's son Jehoiachin, also called Jeconiah or Coniah (Jer 22:24-30).

1.2.3. Jehoiachin (who reigned three months in 598), was perhaps eighteen years old when he began his reign. He was deposed by Nebuchadnezzar and carried off a captive to Babylonia. There he remained in prison for more than 37 years  (2 Kgs 24:15, 25:27-30) and there he died without ever returning to his land or seeing one of his sons ascend the throne, as Jeremiah had foretold:  "Write this man down as one childless, who will never thrive in his lifetime!" (Jer 22:24-30).

1.2.4. Nebuchadnezzar made Mattaniah (the third son of Josiah) king of Judah, giving him the name Zedekiah (597-586). This led to a dynastic conflict (a theoretical one, since there never was a real successor) and to a historic-prophetic conflict about the identity of the true "remnant" of Israel: was it those who were deported to Babylonia or those who remained in Palestine? A third ambiguity of this reign was the political choice between submission to Babylonia, as Jeremiah demanded, or rebellion, supported by Egypt and at last opted for by Zedekiah. This same ambiguity governed the king's relationships with the prophet: he had him imprisoned, but allowed his courtiers to help him; he consulted him in secret, but never heeded his demands (cf. chs 21, 27, 37, 38).

1.3. Jeremiah: from his birth in Anathoth to his exile in Egypt
1.3.1. Jeremiah was born in Anathoth, a little town in the land of Benjamin, about 3 miles NE of Jerusalem. His country origins would mark the central events of his life, although he spent  most of it in the capital. In his youth he would gladly have preached to the people of the North, and late in life he bought a plot of land in Anathoth, when all hope of living on the land was fading. His deepest image of God was that of a spring of living waters, although he wondered whether it might not turn out to be a water-like mirage. The date of his birth is uncertain, but most exegetes would suggest no earlier  than 650, since he received his calling in 627, in the 13th year of Josiah's reign. The book itself says: "Before you were born I dedicated you, a prophet to the nations I appointed you" (1:5). If he was born closer to 647, it would better explain his scant participation in the first years of the Josian reform; but it seems sure that in his youth he seconded the northern kingdom's return to Yahweh.

1.3.2. But the years during which his prophetic presence was most felt were during the reign of Jehoiakim (609-598). In 609, the very first year of that reign, he delivered his famous Temple Sermon, of which we have two accounts (chs. 7 and 26). He accused Jehoiakim of exploiting and killing the people; he made public denunciations and performed prophetic gestures before the elite and before the people. Faced by the opposition of the ruling class, he had his secretary, Baruch, write down a scroll of threatening oracles and read them in the Temple. When the king burned this scroll, written between 605 and 604, Jeremiah had it re-written and amplified (ch. 16: Jeremiah's celibacy (?); ch. 19: the broken potter's flask; ch. 20: the incident with Passhur; the scroll re-written:  22:13-19 and chs. 36 and 45).  Doubtless the original part of some oracles against the Nations were written during this time.

1.3.3. The prophet's last years were tied to the destiny that King Zedekiah forced on Judah. Jeremiah repeatedly proclaimed the need to submit to Nebuchadnezzar, who he called Yahweh's "servant" (25:9; 27:6 and 43:10). But the leading men at Court were divided on this, most of them inclining toward rebellion, to which they at length led the indecisive monarch, and with that came the final catastrophe of Jerusalem and the deportation of the elite to Babylon in 586 (chs. 21, 24, 27, 29, 32-35, 37-39). The prophet had warned that this was a matter of life or death, and that few would escape alive from it (21;8, 38:2, 39:18 and 45:5). He himself was among the few leading figures to whom Nebuchadnezzar showed favor; but a faction of the remaining leaders assassinated the Governor, Gedaliah, and carried the prophet off with them to Egypt where, in failure and exile, Jeremiah must have died not long thereafter. In the long run, this "prophet like Moses" ended by joining the "reverse exodus" that he had always hoped to avoid (chs 40-44, 52).

2. LITERARY LEVEL

2.1. Impassioned Poetry and "Biography"
2.1.1. Like all the prophets, Jeremiah was a poet. But perhaps his most distinctive contribution to this poetry was the markedly passionate character that attached both  to his person and to his style. Initially, he seemed to imitate the language and metaphors of Hosea: he speaks of God/Man relationships in spousal and parental terms that are emotionally charged with high passion. He had to proclaim such a harsh message (harsh enough to merit the surname of "terror on all sides") that he, who was so sensitive to the suffering of his people that, in his own flesh, both mentally and physically, the harsh message that he announced. Hence the great verisimilitude of his so-called "Confessions" (11:18-12:6; 15:10-21; 17:14-18; 18:18-23; 20:7-18). The prevailing want of material needs, the drought, and the invasion that he both announced and dreaded, caused him untold inner suffering which he gave vent to in anguished and heart-rending poetic language.

2.1.2. But in the literary perspective we have chosen, another fundamental literary genre that appears is the prophet's 'biography." This was supposedly written by Baruch, his secretary, whose name is expressly mentioned in the days of Jehoiakim (chs. 36 and 45), and is even more closely linked with that of Jeremiah in the quarters of the guard and later, when Jeremiah was taken to Egypt by forced )chs. 32 and 43). This is not, properly speaking, a biography, since it does not tell us of the prophet's birth or of a great part of his life, but concentrates on his final phase, constantly plagued by suffering and failure. Hence it is often called the "Passion of Jeremiah." To chapters 36-45 one would have to add 19 and 26 to 29, in order to fill out this "biography," without reducing it to a "passion."

2.2. Vocabulary and central motifs
2.2.1. "Listen" (183 ) "the Word" (204 )
The most fundamental term in the book is "Word." It occurs more than 200 times and in most cases means the Word of God. The expression "Word of Yahweh" occurs more than 50 times in the solemn introductory formulas to oracles. It is the Word that the prophet must hear and boldly proclaim, and the Word that the people must hear and obey, instead of closing their ears and their heart to it (cf. 7:21-28, for example).

2.2.2. The "Mission" (89 ) and "Service" of the "Prophet" (95 )
Jeremiah, who is called "the prophet" more than 30 times, is "sent" for the service of the Word. Even though the people may not wish to serve Yahweh, but prefer to serve "other gods" (2:20, 5:19, 8:2, 11:10, 13:10, 16:11,13, 22:9, 25:6), they will end up serving Nebuchadnezzar and foreign gods (25:11-14, 27:6-17,  28:14, 40:9). Nebuchadnezzar, too, is a "servant," but a servant of God's cause: Yahweh rules all history through the Word He sends through His "servants the prophets" (7:5, 25:4, 26:5, 29:19, 35:15, 44:4). There are also false prophets, whom Jeremiah must unmask in a verbal combat that is by no means easily won.

2.2.3. A "Heart" (66 ) capable of "Knowing" God (72 )
But the Word that God proclaims through the prophets is meant to be obeyed in depth, and fulfilled with the "heart," after it has been heard and understood. The heart is the human aspect of sensibility, intelligence, freedom and will: the inmost source of what it means to be a human being. It is above all the capacity to hear God and strike up a true dialogue with Him: not just in terms of worship, which can be empty, or still worse, a cover-up for the violence of oppression, but rather, in terms of doing justice and defending the poor. This is what "knowing" Yahweh really means (9:23 and 22:15-16). But the human heart is so tortuous and perverse that only God can renew it.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL

3.1. Frontal Attack on the False Worship of the Temple
In the best prophetic tradition, Jeremiah does not allow himself to be deceived by mere appearances. If Josiah's "reform" served and useful purpose, it was not mainly in matters of worship, but in the justice he established and in the defense of the poor that he practiced. Hardly had Jehoiakim ascended the throne when Jeremiah received the charge to preach against the perverted worship of Jerusalem in the Temple itself. What he denounced was the failure to fulfill the Law and disobedience to the Word of the Prophets (26:4). More concretely, he preached against the failure to really behave justly toward one another, against oppressing the alien, the orphan and the widow, against spilling innocent blood and against "stealing, murdering, committing adultery, perjuring, burning sacrifices to Baal and following other gods" (7:5-9). One note here a curious inversion of the Decalogue: In practice, one is following false gods and not Yahweh, whenever one is p doing these injustices against the neighbor. It means converting the image of the revealed God of life and justice into an idol of exploitation, bloodshed and lies.

Jeremiah probes even more deeply: what the people are getting through this worship, is a false sense of religious security: "This is Yahweh's temple, Yahweh's temple, Yahweh's temple! ... We are safe!" (7:4,10).  Still worse, they are using this religious trust as an ideological cover-up for their injustice and evil conduct. So that they can keep on acting this way undisturbed. Hence the prophet tells that they have made the temple "A robbers' hideout" (7:10-11). In a similar context, Jesus of Nazareth adopted the same outlook and --according to the Synoptics-- utilized the very phrase of Jeremiah (Mk 11:1-18 and parallels). The reaction of liturgical authorities (the Temple priests and prophets) was no different in either case. But Jeremiah was lucky enough to be able to rely on the support of the people and on the historical memory of the elders, who recalled the oracle (as yet unfulfilled) of Micah of Moresheth, almost a century earlier (cf. Jer 26:7-19). To be a prophet is not an easy task, but one that is fraught with risks.

3.2.  Painful Conflict between Prophets
In the scene in the Temple, we have seen how prophets banded together with priests in defense of the official cultus, and condemning Jeremiah to death. From the days of his conjectured ministry in the North, it seems that he confronted false prophets who ran after Baal or prophesied lies and frauds. ( 2:8,26,30, 5:31, 6:13, 23:13). Their greatest crime was misleading the people with cries of "Peace, peace! though there is no peace" (6:14, 8:11, 14:13, 23:17, 28:9, 37:19). But Jeremiah did not always find it so easy to be sure of himself: he himself underwent one or several grave crises (as reflect in his "Confessions," especially 15:18, 17:15 and 20:7-18).  When the prophet Hananiah broke the parabolic yoke that Jeremiah bore around his neck in repudiation of Jeremiah's message, Jeremiah had no answer and went away until a received a new prophetic word of reply from the Lord (28:1-17).

In chapter 23 we encounter the difficult and permanent task of finding criteria to distinguish true from false prophecy. The criterion of fulfillment (which we have seen in 28:9) is not very decisive, notwithstanding the text of Dt 18:22 and Ezk 33:33. In contrast, Jeremiah is almost over-confident in designating those who oppose his message as false prophets: they have received no word from Yahweh, but only their own fanciful ravings. The decisive criterion was their evil actions ("adultery, living in lies, siding with the wicked": 23:14; cf. earlier, in 6:13), for they neither turn from evil themselves nor lead their listeners to change their wicked ways. Here he comes close --in a negative way-- to the positive criterion stated by Jesus: "By their fruits you shall know them" (Mt 7:15-20). But there is no "Word of God" that is not intermingled with the words of God's envoy. Moreover, false prophets are not always so clearly evil, still less are true prophets without blemish. The certainty of one's own vocation is an intimate affair, not subject to empirically verifiable  criteria, let alone by others. Doubt lies at the very heart of faith: the prophet doubts, the people of God doubt, and we keep on --salutarily-- doubting ourselves, and even doubting the kindness and justice of God!
3.3. Prophetic Judgment on the Last Davidic Kings
We are usually all too ready to identify power with political leaders. Today we know better than they did then, that the power of Money stands behind them and enable them to do more (exploiting and killing their victims). Moreover, these leaders are the ideological, cultural and religious powers that be. In Israelite society, after the introduction of the monarchy, power was concentrated in the "Anointed of Yahweh," and had been sacralized by priests and prophets since the days of Samuel. The prophetic current, which had been highly critical in the North, seems to have been all too ready to accept the monarchy and even the "promise of an everlasting dynasty" that Nathan spoke to David. Isaiah, Micah and their respective followers even broadened this promise, giving it a "messianic" dimension or projecting it toward an eschatological future. This did not prevent them from being critical of the injustices of particular kings; indeed, their "messianic" projection may have been due to a lack of trust in a historical realization of this figure. In principle, Jeremiah moved along this line. If we read  the book naively, it might seem to agree with it entirely. But it is hard to reconcile texts such as those that state of Jehoiakim: "No descendant of his shall succeed to David's throne" (36:30), or of Jeconiah: "No descendant of his shall achieve a seat on the throne of David as ruler again over Judah" (23:30), with the sort of "dynastic promises" or "messianic hopes" that appear, for example, in 17:19-27, 22:1-5, 23:5-6, repeated and extended to the Levites in 33:14-16 and 17-26: "Look! The days are coming --Yahweh's Word-- when I will fulfill the promise I made to the houses of Israel and Judah...at that time I will raise up for David a just Shoot, who will do justice and righteousness in the land... and Judah will be called 'Yahweh-sidqenu'' (Yahweh-our-justice') ...," or in 30:8-9, which is similar to Hos 3:5, which is very likely a later gloss!.  But it is not the ruling elite that inspire Jeremiah's trust in the future; rather, he hoped for a way to salvation through minorities who --like himself-- were critical of the powers that be and in solidarity with the poor and oppressed of the land.

In keeping with this stance, while we need not utterly deny his positive evaluation of King Josiah (who practiced justice and defended the poor, and thus knew Yahweh), neither should we soften his very harsh criticisms of Jehoiakim, Jehoahaz, Jehoiachin and Zedekiah. But we must take seriously his announcement of the total failure of the Davidic dynasty, breaking with a  whole prophetic tradition (and a courtly and cultic one as well: one need only glance at the "Royal Psalms") that held the "dynastic promise" to be an unshakable dogma of faith! With Jeremiah we come to the clearest announcements of the end of the Davidic dynasty, an end deserved by its representatives and decided by Yahweh. The possibility of the People of God's ever being monarchical had run out. Never again would the power-holders be the privileged agency of God's presence and mediation; and perhaps they never were so, save in the dreams of some, dreams which were used as an ideological tool for the advancement of those who basked in their shade.

3.4. Passion of Jeremiah, Passion of the Word of God
3.4.1. The "Biographer" of Jeremiah either did not know such elementary data as his origin, childhood, youth, formation, profession and state, or regarded them as insignificant. In contrast, he narrates, sometimes with a wealth of details, a few scenes of suffering, beginning with the prophet's being beaten and put in the stocks by the priest Pashhur (ch. 20), followed by his being condemned to death by priests and prophets after his discourse against the Temple (ch. 26). Even so, the historical order of these episodes may have been inverted; but both predated the episode of the scroll read and burnt by Jehoiakim (ch. 36). Starting with ch. 37, the biography of his sorrowful destiny is followed almost step by step. All that is lacking is an account of his (perhaps violent) death, or we could speak of an "account of the passion and death of Jeremiah."

If we add to this the account of the prophet's inner suffering contained in much of the "Confessions," we must acknowledge the important role that the prophet's suffering plays in the overall message of the book. Interest focuses not only on the prophet's words, but on his person, and within it, on the enormous suffering, born of his impassioned love, that he had to bear. His personal history could well have served as a real model for the 'Ebed Yahweh' of Deutero-Isaiah. The "Confessions" are inserted and spread throughout the first part of the book, as the four "Servant Songs" are in Is 40-55. The concern for "personal responsibility" versus equalitarian collectivism appears at this time, as witness Jer 30:29-30, 18:12 and even 37:6,7, even before it does in Ezekiel. But perhaps the most important novelty is the importance given to this suffering: Do we not see in it an anticipation of the figure of the Crucified and His great cry on the Cross? But although Jeremiah is also surely presented as an intercessor, his intercession is not explained in terms of his being an "expiatory victim"!

3.4.2. Perhaps, by beginning the more continuous account  of the passion of Jeremiah with the episode of the scroll that was burnt and rewritten, the final redactor of these chapters wanted to leave us another deeper message. The victim that underwent rejection and physical death was, in this case, the written Word of Yahweh: "Take a scroll and write on it all the words I have spoken to you against Israel, Judah and all the nations" (36:2). And the biographical series end with a chapter which, although it is historically displaced (since it refers to this same year of the scroll), is theologically very significant.  In it we are shown, as in few other places, the nearness of Yahweh, who exclaims: "Look! What I have built, I am tearing down, and what I have planted, I am uprooting!" (45:4; already adumbrated in 18:7. This is the same God who had already revealed "the bowels of His mercy" in Hosea, and whom Jeremiah also knew (Hos 11:89; Jer 30:20).

The "Word of God" that has kept speaking in many and varied ways to human beings takes on a distinctive density in the prophets. And within the prophets, the words, person and entire book of Jeremiah occupy a relevant place. These accounts tell us of the suffering of the written "Word of Yahweh", of the suffering of the servant of the Word for the Word's sake, and the suffering of God Himself, who beholds the failure of His own work in the failure of His servants the prophets. But even here there is a glimmer of resurrection in the stubbornness with which the burnt roll is soon rewritten (36:27-32); a glimmer that can be seen in the work of the redactor of the "Passion" and of the whole Book of Jeremiah, as a witness to the fact that this Word still has a future in the People of God.

4. TEXT FOR COMMUNITY REFLECTION:  Jer 1:4-19

4.1. The opening chapter of any book is always a very important redactional work. This is clear in verses 1-3, which are so to speak the frontispiece of the present book. But the "vocation account" that follows it, though based on reliable data concerning Jeremiah, has also been thoroughly re-drafted by the Jeremian "school." The first thing that catches our attention is the note that this call originated "before I formed you in the womb" (taken up again in Is 49:1, Gal 1:15 and Lk 1:15). "Vocation" is thus bound together with the personal project of God for each human being. But this does not do away with various mediations and peak moments in the later biography of the individual. Jeremiah only became aware of this plan of God, when God communicated it to him. The "visions" added to the vocation account took place on other occasions: in order to inform the people that God Himself will take charge of fulfilling His Word, especially in the threat of the cauldron about to boil over "from the north." The prophet himself needs to be strengthened by God for his mission and to hear His repeated promise of  continual support (vv. 7-10 and 17-19).

4.2. This leads us to surmise that the redactor --perhaps Jeremiah himself, initially-- was aware of a long prophetic trajectory when he wrote this "prologue," that he knew Jeremiah had undergone one or several crises, and that he needed God's gift of conversion and confirmation. In this connection, recall the "Confessions," especially 15:18, 17:14 f., and 20:14-18. If we add to this all that the final redactor of the entire book knew --almost the whole tragedy of Jeremiah's life (chs. 26-45)-- we can better understand his stress on the need for help and power from God: "Have no fear before them, because I am with you to deliver you... Do not be crushed on their account... See! I have made you today a fortified city... They will not prevail over you, for I am with you to deliver you." This message has to be drummed into every believer, especially one who has a prophetic vocation!

4.3. But Jeremiah is not seen as just one more prophet in the long chain of prophets --as he himself sees in 28:8-- but as "the Prophet" foretold in Deuteronomy 18:15-18: a prophet like Moses. Hence, the redactor uses here --and only here-- the phrase that appears in Dt. 18:18: "I will put my words into his mouth, and he will tell them all that I command him" (cf. Jer 1:7,9,17). Moreover, in the background of Jeremiah's call is the account of Moses' call, especially as it appears in Ex 4:10-12, which highlights the difficulty that both had in expressing themselves. And in Jeremiah's confrontation with Hananiah, the prophet --or the redactor-- harks back to the criterion formulated in Dt 18:21 f., that the truth of a prophecy lies in its fulfillment. In a sense, every prophet --and more so, a prophet in the Church-- is simply an ongoing actualization of the Revelation of the God of Exodus... and of Easter!

4.4. Besides this, there is a stress on the fact that Jeremiah is not just a prophet for the People of God (Israel, Judah, Jerusalem), but a "prophet to the Nations", with authority over nations and kingdoms (1:5,10). Doubtless, behind this title, lies the historical experience of Jeremiah, but also the outlook of the editor of this book and its "prologue," as one can see in 25:13; 27; 36:2 and chs. 46-51. In the following theme we will again touch on the importance of the "Nations" in this book; but here we are concerned with discerning its presence in the initial account, and with understanding it as a new dimension of prophecy, which the mysterious "Servant of Yahweh" of Deutero-Isaiah will throw further light on by his being sent as "a light to the nations" (Is 42:1,6; 49:6). Thus universalism of prophecy will be stressed in our re-reading.

4.5. Finally, we should underscore the two-way task of  prophecy, the poles of which are more interrelated here than anywhere else. The prophet must "uproot and destroy" everything that is opposed to the plans of God. This obviously means the prophet's word, but it also includes his life-witness. Only by passing through the "judgment" of God, can human beings and peoples be enabled to "rebuild and plant" (1:10, 18:7, 24:6, 31:28, 42:10 and 45:4). There can be no effective collaboration toward the Reign of God, unless it includes, in this world of injustice and death, a struggle against the forces of evil, whether of individuals or of structures. Through word and by witness, but through a word that is liberated and liberating, a word that announces the Kingdom, while also denouncing all the forces of the anti-kingdom. This is going to require a great deal of trust in and help from the God of Justice and of Life. And persecution --and perhaps even martyrdom-- may be required as a seal of prophetic authenticity.


STUDY HELPS

NEW TESTAMENT RESONANCES
In the Gospels, the only text from Jeremiah that is placed on the lips of Jesus is the phrase of Mk 11:17 (= Mt 21:13 and Lk 19:46), in which the buyers and sellers are accused of turning the Temple into "a den of thieves" (Jer 7:11).  In both cases, the text is addressed immediately to those who are performing unsuitable practices in the Temple, but it is ultimately addressed to those who are responsible for and benefit from Temple worship, which they utilize as and ideology and as a very profitable business.

If religion still retains some traits of being "the opium of the people"; if Christianity serves to justify "Western civilization"; and if good Christians are "the soul of a soul-less society" that is inhuman and dehumanizing, then the critical function of worship, which is in the best prophetic and Christian tradition, still has a large task ahead of it.

We who celebrate Christian worship, while striving to promote the "missionary service of the Word," must remain in an ongoing state of critical vigilance, within and without, not tolerating any semblance of clerical greed, of simony in the sacraments, of preference toward the 'charitable" rich or of support for "religious" capitalist systems, without being overly concerned for their merciless exploitation of the poor.

Jesus pointed out that the alternative to the Kingdom is wealth or setting up Money as an idol (Mt 6:24; Lk 16:13). He told us that the Kingdom of God belongs to the poor (Mt 5:3; Lk 6:20), and that "where your treasure is, there also your heart will be" (Mt 6:20; Lk 12:34). But the god of Money can easily camouflage himself under the guise of pastoral efficiency, and worship can become a privileged place for turning our back on God, unless we are attentive to the prophetic and evangelical Word.

The prophets were already bent on making this point clear to us; but it was Jesus who presented it to us as the supreme idolatrous alternative, when he spoke to us of the impossibility of "serving two masters." In view of the neoliberalism that in practice proposes utt

er  submission to the god of the Marketplace, we servants of the Word must denounce this new or renewed idol, by paying very special attention to the human and even ecological victims that it produces every day in ever growing numbers.


CLARETIAN KEY

THE FAITH OF THE PROPHETS
A Claretian's faith is founded on the faith of the prophets. "While our missionaries need all virtues, they must first of all have a lively faith, in order to be able to respond to their own vocation. It was faith that burned in the prophets..." (CC 62).  Besides my unfailing love for poor sinners, another force that has driven me to work for their salvation is the example of the prophets..." (Aut 214). Claret goes on to cite the following explicitly: Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, Elijah and the twelve Lesser Prophets "who saved themselves through the virtue of faith (cf. Sir 49:10)" (Aut 215-220).

The first Renewal Chapter of 1967 gave the Congregation the watchword of faith as a principle of conversion and fidelity. Faith, which occupied the first plane in the prophetism and apostolic life of our Founder, is the first supposition of our prophetism and missionary life. Participating in the prophetic role of Christ in the holy People of God, our missionary vocation makes it urgent for us to have a distinctive sense of faith, to give special witness to it and to be valiant heralds of it" Chapter Document 1967, Appendix I).

The Word, which awakens and nourishes faith in us, makes us a united community sensitive to the cries of God in human beings: "If the Word dwells in our community, as it did in Mary's Hearty, our community will not lead a life that is divided or set in its ways (cf. Lk 1:38-39); it will never be insensitive to God's crying out to us in others (cf. Jn 2:3); nor will it serve any kinds of idols (cf. Lk 1:49,52)" (SW 7).


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. A society without justice? The society that does not seek justice or defend the rights of the poor, becomes degraded. And what of the ambition, corruption, perversion, and idolatries that form the links in that infernal chain? Are they mere dangers or are they present realities in our society? We need to carry out a realistic diagnosis in order to discover their causes and consequences. Without being morbid alarmists --Jeremiah was not one- let us seek not only what has to be "uprooted and destroyed," but also what can be "built up and planted," the "possibility of hope" to which Jeremiah referred. What can we contribute as missionaries to the rebuilding of our society as a just and hopeful one?

2. A Church without the Covenant? Many of "passionate Jeremiah's" tireless concerns could be translated thus: "The essential thing that the Church has to do is to live the Covenant, fulfilling its demands for justice and fraternity." Where there are injustices and inhumanity, the divine grace of the Covenant can still prevail, precisely by living a life of justice and fraternal solidarity. Hence the prophet insistently points to a "heart" that "knows" God by practicing justice. We know that Jesus wrote the New Covenant in His Blood. Is this the great objective of the Church's concerns, of the great and small projects of our Church? Is this the horizon that we are passionately scanning in the midst of the crosses of so many peoples?

3. The Temple or the Word? This does not mean some simplistic alternative. Rather, we are asking how the Temple and the Word are measured and articulated in today's religious situations (Churches and Religions, including sects and esoteric movements, but above all, our own Church). We should see whether the articulation that Jeremiah makes between Word and Temple --as they have come to their fullness in the Newness of Jesus-- is alive and operative in our Church. To put it in descriptive terms for our own day: When so many people do not attend Church and yet there is so much talk about the :new evangelization," doesn't this seem to imply that the Church is overly centered in the temple? Isn't there an urgent need to re-dimensionalize Word and Temple in faith processes? Moreover, shouldn't there be more variety of times and spaces in keeping with the rhythm of life of urban people and rural people? Our charism asks us to be concerned with the present state of the Word in the Church and in diverse social settings; to update the concerns of Claret who, in his own day, "suffered" at the forgetfulness and neglect of the Word. How would we define the present situation of the Word in our Church and in our society? Is it one of rejection or disregard, or of manipulation or fundamentalism? Is there a hunger for it? Is it the life of the community? Is it treasured, or is it a matter of neglect or routine?


EXISTENTIAL KEY
The "historical" Jeremiah holds out some inexhaustible "vocational" messages for us. We would suggest three great areas of existential probing and enrichment, although there are many others besides:

- The "vocation account" of Jeremiah can suggest to each one of us the prayerful account of our own vocation as a servant of the Word. The biography of the "passion of Jeremiah" (his love and suffering for the Word) can suggest how we might make the "confession" of our own passion for the Word.

- Jeremiah himself --and Jesus, in the most definitive sense-- as "Suffering Servant of the Word," are a decisive vocational reference for "hearers and servants of the Word." Our Founder discerned the cause of Jeremiah's suffering in his love for God the savior and in his love for suffering people (Aut 216). To what extent am I possessed by this twofold love? How much capacity for suffering, how much passion for love, for fidelity in the midst of failure, are we storing up today in order to remain faithful to a vocation that leads us to be "suffering servants of the Word," seeing that there is no alternative in order to remain its faithful servants? For it would seem that it is only in weakness, in suffering and even in failure, that we experience in depth the power and hope of the Spirit in the Word.

- Let us review the evangelical quality of our services of the Word. Are they contributing to the effectiveness and revaluing of the Word of God in this historical time, or are they not, rather, contributing to the irrelevance and forgetfulness of the Word? Are our services clearly addressed to the "prophetic primacy of the poor" in keeping with the demands of the Covenant? And in our articulation between Temple and Word are we responding well to the line of Jeremiah and to the practice of Jesus, or do we need to change our personal, community and congregational positions?


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading of the Word of God: Jer 1:4-19.

3. Dialogue on Theme 7 in its different keys.

4. Prayer of thanksgiving or intercession based on what we have shared in community.

5. Closing song.
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