THEME 8:
 A NEW SOCIETY DEMANDS AN INNER CHANGE
TEXT:
Jeremiah 7-20; 24-25; 30-33; 46-52

(For community meeting: Jeremiah 7,1-28)


BIBLICAL KEY
1. HISTORICAL LEVEL

1.1. The utterly different condition of the people, after the fall of Jerusalem.

When Nebuchadnezzar besieged Jerusalem in 597, young King Jehoiachin surrendered and was led captive to Babylon, "along with his mother, and his servants, and his princes, and his palace officials." Besides taking away with him the treasury of the Temple and the Palace, "he deported all Jerusalem, and all of the princes, and all the mighty men of valor, ten thousand captives" (2 Kgs 24:12-16). Among the notables deported were the courtiers closest to the King (already mentioned), many priests (such as the young Ezekiel) and other functionaries (including prophets, to judge by Jer 29). Today we might be surprised to see craftsmen and smiths on the list, but they were professionals as qualified as engineers and architects are in our cultures. These were the very people who had been the masters of money and fields, exploiting the peasantry, as their denunciation in many of the prophets shows, and is reflected in the laws forbidding them to practice such exploitation.

He left behind "the poorest of the land." We are not told how many, but it must have been a figure several times higher than that of the 7,000 or 10,000 who were deported. Their weakness and powerlessness were their salvation: they did notbelong to the elite and they had no money or technical skills that could be exploited. So they remained on the same land, only now they were working for new masters, new in two senses: because they were still subject to taxes for the invading empire, and because they had new princes, imposed by Nebuchadnezzar. The first of these was Mattaniah --Josiah's brother and Jehoiachin's uncle-- whose name was changed to Zedekiah, along with those courtly councillors who had opposed the rebellion. Having to maintain almost a double power structure, left little breathing space for these poor people of the earth, both country serfs and city servants. These made up the "people of the land" ('am ha'aretz) who appear in Jer 34:19, 37:2, 44:21 and 52:6,25, as well as in 1:18.

When Zedekiah rebelled against Babylonia, Nebuchadnezzar marched against Jerusalem, encircled it and took it in the year 587, destroying its Temple and leading Zedekiah in chains to Riblah where, after making him witness the slaughter of his sons, he put out his eyes and took him off to Babylon, where he died in prison, unlike his nephew Jehoiachin, who was treated with honor by Nebuchadnezzar's successor, Evil-merodach.  Thus the Judahites' twofold trust in the Temple of Yahweh and the Dynasty of David failed, as Jeremiah had foretold. Once again, death and deportation came upon the political and religious elite, but this time the number of deportees was much smaller: barely 832 persons (or perhaps the heads of families; thus the 3,023 given in Jer 52:28 for the year 597 may coincide with the 10,000 given in 2 Kgs 24:14 and the 7,000 given in 2 Kgs 24:16). We are also told of a third deportation, some five years later, of 745 adults or heds of families (Jer 52:30).

Nebuzaradan, the captain of the guard of the king of Babylon, "left some of the poorest of the land to be vinedressers and plowmen" (Jer 52:16). These were "the poorest people, who owned nothing," to whom Nebuzaradan "gave vineyards and fields at that time" (Jer 39:10). These poor people were left without cities or leaders, without the institutions of the Kingdom and the Temple, almost without the Law or any social, still less historical, prospects. Moreover, the fields they held had been ravaged and were now twice-taxed (by their current bosses and by the reigning empire), and they had to live in an interior captivity or exile as harsh or harsher as that of Babylon. However, there were still some men with leadership qualities among those who remained, for example, Jeremiah himself and his secretary Baruch, the governor, Gedaliah, grandson of the royal scribe Shaphan, and doubtless many others; hence here, too, Jeremiah should be re-read.

1.2. Different Historical Outlooks

Obviously, there were internal divisions among the Judahite elite. Above all, there were pro-Egyptian and pro-Babylonian trends, which favored either rebelling against the dominant Empire or politically submitting to it. Jeremiah was always decidedly for the latter course, as a sign of submission to God and as a means of avoiding an even worse fate. But after the first and largest deportation, another important division arose, regarding the dynasy and regarding teh people's understanding of God: some supported the line of Jehoiachin (among them was the newly deported Ezkiel), while others were in favor of standing by Zedekiah, for whom Jeremiah held out a future if her remained subject to Babylonia, and even an avoidance of the worst fate if he submitted to it even after his rebellion (Jer 34:2-5; 38:17-20). Perhaps it was because of his anti-Jehoiachin and anti-Temple posture that Jeremiah, along with Micah, was consciously ignored by the "Deuteronomistic History."

More difficult and decisive would be the option between those who were exiled and those who remained in the land. Jeremiah, although he was among those who  remained, seems to have opted for the exiles. So it seems in chapters 24 and 27, and in the famous "letter to the exiles" in chapter 29. But it is quite possible that chapters 24 and 27 are a Deuteronomistic re-reading, whereas in the letter of chapter 29, the exiles are warned to prepare for a long exile, contrary to the hopes of a ready return home that were held out to them by false prophets. He himself did not go into exile in Babylon, but from the beginning to the end of his known history, he maintained a posture of submission to Babylonia. He performed a two-way prophetic gesture of buying a field in his hometown of Anathoth during the siege (chs. 32-33) and of casting a written curse against Babylon into the Euphrates (51:59-64). He voluntarily chose to remain in the land after the second deportation (40:1-6) and glimpsed a future for those who remained (40:6; 42:10). He also announced, on God's behalf, that "houses and fields and vineyards shall again be bought in this land" (32:15), and that there will be shepherds and flocks (33:12 f.).

In 33:14 ff., we find a re-reading of 23:5-6, changing an allusion to Zedekiah to and allusion to Jerusalem. 31:35 ff. reformulates it more clearly in terms of God the Creator's indefectible fidelity, not toward the people of Israel, but toward the Davidids and Levites. Here, perhaps, the greatest contrast between the two historical outlooks of the exile. Some dream of a return to the past with its throne and altar (33:17 f.,21 f.), that is, of a Restoration. While others, more faithful to the prophets, look foreward to a "newness" of heart and society; not a return to the past, but a new beginning, made possible by a new and creative Grace of unheard-of potential: a deep Renewal, a newness that outshines the memory of the Exodus (Jer 16:14-15, repeated as such in 23:7-8). Some look at the present from the viewpoint of the past; others look at the past from the viewpoint of the presnett and of the future, but a future that is hoped for out of God's fidelity and mercy.

1.3. Relationship between the Jeremian school and the Deuteronomists

The disciples, or perhaps better-put, 'school' of Jeremiah, which formed about his figure, his oracles and the "biography" of Baruch, were in some way related to the Deuteronomists. It is not easy to determine the parts that each played because, on the one hand, it involved one or several overall redraftings of his work and, on the other, because the Deuteronomist, too, is a 'school' rather than a single author or a few editors. Although the Dt school is apparent in many small retouches, it appears more clearly in a group of texts, such as the famous 'Discourse in the Temple' of 7:1 - 8:3; and in 11:1-14 and 17:19-27, which deal with the 'Covenant' and  the 'Sabbath'; and in 16:1-13; 18:1-11; 21:1-10; 22:1-5; 34:8-22 and 35:1-19. Perhaps we should add the "Confessions," which may have been the authentic work of the prophet, but are re-read as individual "Lamentations" that could be used by all those who were either physically or mentall exiled. We might also add, of course, the threats against Edom and especially Babylon (cg. 49-51) and the historical appendix, which is common both to Jer and to the Deuteronomists (Jer 52 = 2 Kgs 24-25).

The "Deuteronomistic History" could perfectly well have originated in the days of King Josiah, and could have hadd a first redaction in the climate of religious and nationalistic euphoria surrounding his reform movement. But it was surely re-edited after the catastrophe of 587, perhaps even after 560, since it ends with a notice from 561: the freeing of the captive King Jehoiachin through the good offices of Evil-merodach, the successor of Nebuchadnezzar (2 Kgs 25:27-30). More doubtful is the place where it was redrafted; for although we know that a great many of the elite deported to Babylon showed a great deal of literary creativity, there was no lack of leaders among those who remained in Judah, as we have already pointed out. If the "Lamentations" were written in Palestine, it should not come as a surprise that the "Deuteronomistic History" might have been redacted there. Indeed, it fits in better there than in the hopeful climate of Second Ezekiel (34-38) or of Second Isaiah (40-54) or the "Priestly Author(s)" (= "P").

But Jeremiah was also re-read among the exiles, since he, like few others, helped them to understand the whole catastrophe that had occurred as a chastisement from God, well-deserved by the continual rebelliousness of leaders and people. This came to be accepted by all, both those who were in exile (Ezekiel, Second Isaiah, "P") and those who remained behind (Lamentations, Deuteronomists, and even the re-readers of Jeremiah). But in the Jeremian School, the Deuteronomistic re-reading(s) clearly stressed the future hopes of the people of God, both those in exile and those who remained. The stress was not so much on coversion and fulfilling the norms of the Covenant, as on the fact that God himself would pardon them and give them "a new heart" and place his Law within them, thus sealing a "New Covenant," a Covenant based on grace and pardon (Jer 31:31-34; 24:7; 32:39-40).

2. LITERARY LEVEL

2.1. Hortatory prose and the "Confessions"

The "programmatic" parts of both Deuteronomy and the Deuternomistic Histories are characterized by a certain hortatory tone of the discourses or sermons place on the  lips of Moises and other important persons, and even of the Redactor. This hortatory tone is also present in the texts of Jeremiah that we have indicated as being similar to those of the Deuteronomists and perhaps even as coming from their hands; although we should point out that others feel that this is part of the style of that era. Although exegetes differ on how they explain this point, they are in general agreement on the similarity. In contrast, a newer and less widely held view is that the "Confessions," rather than being an intimate and highly personal testimony of Jeremiah, are a lyrical expression of the feeelings of the people after the catastrophe of 587 and the experience of the exile. This would not be far from what is usually admitted regarding the "Lamentations," which were traditionally attributed to the prophet, but this opinion is rightly rejected today.

2.2. Stereotypical Deuteronomistic Formulas

The best proof of a Deuternomistic re-reading of the Book of Jeremiah is found in a series of sterotyped expressions that appear in it as well as in Dt, especially in its most recent parts, amd in the Deuteronomistic Histories. We can point out only a very few of them here:

-"I led them out / brought them up from Egypt": Jer 7:22,25; 11:4,7; 31:32; 32:21;  cf. Dt 1:27; 29:24;  cf. 1 Kgs 8:21; 12:28; 2 Kgs 17:3,36.

- "with outstretched hand and strong arm": Jer 21:5; 27:5; 32:21;  cf. Dt 4:34; 5:15; 11:2; 26:8;  cf. 1 Kgs 8:42; 2 Kgs 17:36.

- "the land that I gave to your fathers": Jer 7:7; 30:3; 32:22; 35:15;  cf. Dt 1:8,21,36; 3:18; 4:1;  cf. Jos 1:13; 2:9,26; 21:43; 24:13.

- "a land flowing with milk and honey": Jer 11:5; 30:3; 32:22;  cf. Dt 6:3; 11:9; 26:9,15; 27:3; 31:20;  cf. Jos 5:6; 21:43; 23:16.

- "(not) listen to / heed the voice of Yahweh": Jer 7:23,28; 11:4,7; 18:10; 22:21;  cf. Dt 4:30; 28:1,2,15; 30:2,8,10;  cf. 2 Kgs 18:12.

- "(through) my servants the prophets": Jer 7:25; 25:4; 26:5; 29:19; 35:15; 44:4;  cf. 2 Kgs 17:13,23; 21:10; 24:2.

- "to go after / serve other gods": Jer 7:6,9; 11:10; 16:11,13; 25:6;  cf. Dt 13:3,7,14; 17:3; 29:25;  cf. 1 Sm 8:8; 29:16.

- "(not) shed innocent blood":  Jer 7:6; 19:4; 22:3,17; 26:15;  cf. Dt 19:10,13; 21:8,9;  cf. 1 Sm 19:5; 2 Kgs 21:16; 24:4.

- "To provoke Yahweh with the work of your hands": Jer 7:18 f.; 11:17; 25:7; 32:29; 44:8; cf. Dt 4:25; 31:29; cf. 1 Kgs 14:9,15; 2 Kgs 22:17.

-- "I cast you / them away / out of my sight": Jer 7:15,29; 32:31; 52:3;  cf. Dt 29:27;  cf. 2 Kgs 13:23;  17:18,20,23; 23:27; 24:3,20.

These few examples suffice to capture the hortatory language of the Deuteronomists. Note, too, especially in the final examples, the clealry Exilic re-reading of the Book of Jeremiah.

2.3. Terminological constants that are key to a re-reading

2.3.1. "Turning" to the Lord and "Returning" to the Land of Israel
The Book of Jeremiah uses the verb "turn" some 112 times. Sometimes it has the obvious meaning of a physical turn, but it quite often has two other meanings that are of greater interest to us. One is a "turnabout" of mind, heart, morals and conduct: conversion to God and to the demands of His Will. The other has a strong sense of "return" from exile to the promised land. This refers in a special way to God who deals with the exiles by "making them return" or "changing their lot" by granting them this underserved favor. Thus it is not the same as God's "leading out/our bringing up" of an oppressed people from Egypt; rather, it refers to a new and unheard-of Grace from Yahweh, so that the Exodus will not be remembered as much as this Return from Exile (Jer 16:14 f. = 23:7 f.)

2.3.2. The "Land" abandoned and recovered in the "Return"
"Land" has a very great weight in Jeremiah. He uses the word " 'eretz"  270 times, and the word " 'adamah" 18 times: it is almost an obsessive theme with him. The countryman from Anathoth knew of no more significant gesture to express his hope in the future of the nation and impress it on his disheartened fellow-countrymen, than to buy a plot of land in his home town when they were being besieged and he was being held a prisoner by those who were accusing him of being a political intriguer. But the land was also a problem for the exiles, who would surely return some day, but by no means at once: there were in need of an interior "turning," in order to give meaning to their exterior "returning." Here, we would do well to recall what we said about the "heart" knowing God in the previous theme on Jeremiah.

2.3.3. The "Covenant" ( 24 yimes) and the "Remnant" (24+18+12 times) that would return.
During the Exile, there was a great theological effort afoot among the People of God. They looked back to the past in order to throw light not only on their dark present but also on the hoped-for future.  Thus they discovered, with the help of the Deuteronomistic Covenant  theology, that the fault lay with Israel itself for its many sins: it was nothing more than the chastisement with which they had already been threatened in the Law (Dt 27-28) and the Prophets (especially Jer and Ezk). But they also caught hold of trust in God's forgiveness, which was likewise announced in the Prophets (her adding Hosea and Second Isaiah). A "Remnant" would remain faithful, through the Fidelity and Mercy of God. However, the point disputed between the "exiles" and "those who had remained in the land" was who was privileged to constitute this "Remnant of Israel."

3.  THEOLOGICAL LEVEL

3.1. Jeremian "Ecology": the land defiled

Although the terminology and the modern concern reflected here may be our own, the theme itself is present in Jeremiah, perhaps even from his youth. Under the influence of Hosea, he viewed the land of the North like and adulterous and prostituted wife, shamefully defiled from the beginning of her entry into the land (2:7). The shoot carried off from Egypt had become a wild vine (2:21); it was like a camel in heat (2:23). It was "polluted" like an adulteress, like a harlot who polluted the land with her harlotry (3:1-2,8-9). And her chastisement affected the land, which became a wilderness, a chaos, an unclean body (4:23-31).  The Exilic re-reading of the text looks forward here to the future of the Exile: "As you have forsaken me and served foreign gods in your land, so you will serve strangers in a land that is not yours" (5:19; 9:14 f.). Jeremiah had warned all "the inhabitants of the country...from the smallest to the greatest... Hear O earth!...See, a people comes from the northland!"; but they are stubborn and debased, their efforts are whim, "like bellows puffing fiercely" (6:12,19,22,29 f.). Worse yet, "they have defiled my land with the corpses of their abominations and ahve filled my own possession with abhorrent things" (16:18).

God has no other recourse than to pour out his purifying fire on this place and this land, "for the whole land shall become a waste" (7:14,20,34). But this will last for only seventy years (25:12; 29:10). Then the curse will fall back upon the land of the Chaldean oppressors (25:11-13) as it had formerly fallen upon other guilty lands (25:27-31). Hence, Jeremiah buys a plot of land in his home town of Anathoth, as an earnest or token of the hope that "houses, fields and vineyards shall again be purchased in this land" (32:15,43). For "the Lord who made the earth, the Lord who formed it to establish it," will make the exiles return, and "will cleanse them from all the guilt of their sin" which they had committed, and Judah and Israel... shall gain through Me renown, joy, fame and glory above all the nations on  earth," and in the towns of the hill country, the Shephelah and the Negeb, in the land of Benjamin..." there shall again be shepherds and flocks (33:2,7,9,12 f.). Because, most decidedly, the ecology of the land depends on the conduct of human beings.

3.2. "Turning" to God

3.2.1. Abandoning the polluted land
 
The People of God, who have been as unfaithful as an adulterous wife and had polluted the land with their idolatrous harlotries, must now abandon this Land, promised and given by God to their fathers. This was the punishment she richly deserved as an irremediable consequence of her acts against the Covenant. God's curse, clearly stated in Dt 28 and repeated by "His servants the prophets" (1 Kgs 13; 21:23; 2 Kgs 9:7 f.,36; 17:7-23; 23:15-18; 24:1-4), now fell upon her with full force, above all with the destruction of Jerusalem and its Temple, and the end of the Davidic dynasty. But the land to which they were going was also a polluted land, where not only the worship, but also the meals and burial customs were unclean, along with countless other calamities (Am 7:17; Hos 9:3; Jer 20:6; Dt 28:32-37,63-78).

3.2.2. Turning to God, the Lord of the Land
The only way out was "turning" to the Lord in a true conversion, a "circumcision of the heart" (Dt 10:16; 30:6; Jer 4:49) and behavior in keeping with the Covenant. But as the prophets had already known --and as the whole Deuteronomistic School now knew-- this is impossible for sinful human beings (Gn 8:21; Dt 9:24; Is 6:9 f.; 9:7,12; Jer 4:22; 13:23; 17:9). But through the prophets they also know something of God's loving mercy, which can change their hearts, "turn them," and pardon them unconditionally, so that they can then conduct themselves according to God's plan (Dt 4:29-31; 30:1-6; Hos 11:7-9; 14:5 f.; Jer 15:19; 14:14; 31:18,34; 1 Kgs 8:33 f.,46-51,57-61).

They have learned an even higher teaching, namely, that this interior "turning," this spiritual exodus of exiles and non-exiles, is the most decisive factor; for the Lord is also with the exiles, since He is Creator and Master of all the earth. It is not easy to decide whether this idea of the Creator is already present in the historical Jeremiah, as it clearly is in Ezekiel and still more in Second Isaiah; but it is surely apparent in the Deuteronomistic re-reading of Jeremiah (Jer 10:10-16 = 51:15-19; 14:19-22; 31:35-37; 33:19-26). Joined to this idea is the notion of God as Lord of all History, who is being served at this very moment by the power of Nebuchadnezzar, "His servant" (Jer 25:9; 27:6;  43:10). If this appeared in earlier prophecy, it would be brought out in yet higher relief during the Exile, through the work of Ezekiel and Second Isaiah, but also through that of Jeremiah and the Jeremian School: God holds sway over the past, present and future (Jer 18:1-12; 20:4 f.; 25:5-7; 31:27 f.; 32:17-44; 33:7-9).

In this same perspective, the judgment and threats against the Nations must also be read: the Lord of all History will not fail to threaten and chastise foreign nations. The perspective of Jeremiah and his School may seem overly ethnocentric to us, but then, what historical evaluation is not ethnocentric? What they formulated regarding Israel was a criterion for its judgment, which appears even more clearly in the Deuteronomistic redrafting. But whereas the latter severely condemned Babylonian oppression, the prophet regarded Babylon as an instrument of God's just chastisement upon an unfaithful and impenitent people. Compare the texts about Nebuchadnezzar as God's "servant" and the need to submit to him in order to be saved (21:1-10; 25:1-11; chs. 27-29; 32:28 ff.; 37:1-20), with later retouches and with the extremely harsh condemnation foretold for Babylonia in 25:12; 27:7, and above all in chs. 50-51, in language sometimes taken from other authors (Isaiah, Obadiah, Habakkuk).

After the catastrophe, and perhaps before it, if we regard as historical the symbolic action narrated in 51:59-64 (perhaps related to Zedekiah's sending a dispatch to justify himself before Nebuchadnezzar in 29:2 ff.), there is an absolute condemnation of Babylonia, viewed precisely as an oppressing Empire. But in Jeremiah's famous letter, the exiles are told that Yahweh wants them to "seek the welfare of the city to which I have exiled you and pray to Yahweh on its behalf; for in its prosperity you shall prosper" (Jer 29:7). Along with Babylonia, another nation is condemned almost absolutely, namely, Edom, which acted during this harsh period as an enemy of the destroyed Kingdom of Judah. The echoes of this polemic against their Kenite (= Cainite) neighbors to the south are expanded to include Esau (= Edom) and resound in Am 1:11; 9:12 and Is 34 (both later re-readings) and continue in Ezk 25:12-14; 35:1-15. In our Book, the condemnation is very close even in language to the prophet Obadiah (compare the barely 24 verses of Obadiah with Jer 49:17-22).

A quite different matter is the relative condemnation of the majority of the Nations. Although they, too, should submit to Babylonia or suffer attack by Nebuchadnezzar, there will be a future for almost all of them after this oppression (Jer 46:26; 48:47; 49:6,39). These oracles against Egypt, Philistia and even against Moab and Ammon --at least in their original form-- come from Jeremiah himself. United to this would be his mission as a "prophet to the Nations" (1:5), which includes the denunciation of their crimes and threats of chastisement (9:24; 10:10,25; 25:13 ff.; 27:1-11). But this mission also has a positive side, perhaps reflected yet more forcefully by the Deuteronomistic redaction (3:17; 4:2; 12:14-17; 18:9 f.). Here begins a heretofore unknown ecumenism of prophecy which opens up an outlook for paying attention to extra-ecclesial prophecy today. The passage announcing the gathering of all the nations around the Lord's throne in Jerusalem is not included in the LXX. It reminds us of the famous poem of Mount Zion in Is 2 = Mic 4. Here, we come near to the figure of the Servant of Yahweh, who will be a "covenant of the people" and a "light to the nations" (Is 42:6; 49:6; 60:1-3).

3.3. The New Covenant
The covenant is a key concept in the Bible, defining its major division into Old and New Testament.  We have already reflected at length on this concept and its formulations in earlier themes. Hence, we are here going to focus on this newness which was first spoken of by Jeremiah or his School. In contrast with the Western World's "love of novelty," the Bible and the ancient Near East did not speak lightly of anything new. Except for a few obvious cases, when the Bible uses the word "new" it generally means something absolutely new, almost a divine creation.  During the Exile, however, Israel experienced a very harsh and negative novelty --the end of the Temple and of the Throne of David-- and hence it was looking forward in hope of another --positive-- novelty. The Book of Isaiah is the greatest witness to this hope (Is 42:9 f.; 43:19; 48:6, 65:17; 66:22); although  Ezekiel also spoke of "a new heart and a new spirit" (Ezk 11:19; 18:31; 36:26). Perhaps it was this inner and historical newness that led the psalmist to celebrate with "a new song." But only Jeremiah 31:31 speaks of a "New Covenant." Let us try to gain an in-depth understanding of his hope.

3.3.1. Return to Origins
Jeremiah, or rather, perhaps, his Deuteronomistic redactor, thinks in strongly historical terms. He reflects on the entire journey of the People of God, from Egypt and Sinai or Horeb. Later, Deuteronomy came to be regarded as a "Second Law" by the translators of the LXX; but the author of that work was quite conscious of a newness regarding the "Code of the Covenant" (Ex 20-23) and of its not being in force in the "today" of its readers. He used this Law to judge the whole history of the Kingdoms of Judah and Israel. And the accumulated guilt for violating this Law, a guilt which reached its peak under Manasseh, is used to explain the disappearance of the Temple and the Dynasty. There was a redaction of Deuteronomy and of the whole Deuteronomistic History, that focused on this negative judgment of the People and on the justice of God's chastisement, clearly announced by the prophets. But there are also texts that invited and hope for the conversion of the People and of God's pardon: they hope for a new beginning on new bases.
3.3.2. Re-encounter with the Creator
These new bases for a new beginning can only come from God, the only creator of anything authentically new.  It would seem that God Himself negatively judged His old Covenant with the Fathers, because it was not written in the hearts of human beings and could not achieve their inner transformation. There is a relentless repetition of the refrain, "But they did not obey or incline their ear" (Jer 7:24,26; 11:8; 17:23; 25:4; 34:14; 35:15; 44:5). The Deuteronomistic redactor of Dt 29:3 would say, "But to this day the Lord has not given you a mind to understand, or eyes to see, or ears to hear"! In some way God was declaring the old Covenant with its external Law to be useless; and hence, perhaps, nothing of the like is repeated in the tradition that followed Jeremiah and his School, except in the writings of the Qumran sect and the NT. We might do better to say with Paul that, given its preparatory and pedagogical character, what was being announced was that the old Covenant was being surpassed. God would be going forth in a far deeper way to encounter humanity, which would be renewed and made capable of knowing Him.

One trend of the Exile was to re-evaluate the Law in general, and to specify it concretely in the first commandments. Now that the Temple of God had disappeared, circumcision and observance of the Sabbath would be the sacramental signs of belonging to the people of God ("P" traces the Sabbath observance back to the creation, and circumcision back to Abraham: Gn 1 and 17). But both Jer 4:4 and 9:24 f., as well as Dt 10:16 and 30:6 speak of the "circumcision of the heart,"   and the importance attached to the Sabbath in Jer 11:1-14, 17:19-27 and 34:8-22 are the result of a Deuteronomistic re-reading that wished to highlight its high sign-value during the Exile. Hence, there is an even more strongly novel ring to this announcement and this insistence on "knowing Yahweh,"  which takes us back to Hosea (2:22; 1:1,6; 5:4; 6:6) and to the earlier stages of Jeremiah (Jer 2:8; 9:23; 22:15-16 and 24:7), and speaks to us, though without naming it as such, of a new Grace of God.

3.3.3. Pardon and Re-creation
This newness  --as ancient or as new as Genesis itself-- is the Mercy of God: His prevenient and gratuitous love, his generous pardon of sinners.  Hosea had already discovered this "weakness" of Yahweh's Love (Hos 2:16 ff., 11:7 ff.), even though the human spirit always aims at justifying itself in God's sight, at having rights in His presence, and at winning His love through meriting it. Jeremiah will vigorously carry on this line of God's loving and gratuitous pardon: "They shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest --says the Lord-- for I will forgive their iniquity and I will remember their sin no more" (Jer 31:34; cf. 9:23 and 24:7). Only after this "re-creation" of the human heart by the merciful love of God, will human beings be able 'to know Him,"  that is, to "do what is right and just" and "dispense justice to the weak and the poor" (Jer 22:15-16).

At first theology of the Covenant  seemed to demand the conversion of the people, the fulfillment of its legal clauses and obedience to the commandments. But the Exile, which, with the Prophets, plumbed the depth of their guilt (Jer 6:27-30; 9:1-5; 13:23; 17:9) and its historical dimensions (Jer 3:1-13), broadened by Ezk 23), also opened the way for the newness of the utterly gratuitous and unconditional Grace of God (Hos 2:16-25, 11:7-9; Jer 24 6 f., 31:31-34, 32:37-42; Ezk 36:25-30, 37, and almost all of Deutero-Isaiah). The newness of the Grace that God will effect in the "return" will make his work in the "exodus" pale by comparison; because the people --both the exiles and those who remained in the homeland-- whom God will "make return," will serve Him from the heart (Jer 16:14 f. = 23:7 f., 24:7, 29:13, 32:40 ff., 42: 10 ff.).

The Deuteronomists, even if one holds that they are not the ones speaking to us here, also say as much in their own way in the "first and foremost commandment of the Law," which asks for nothing less than that we must love the Lord "with all your heart, with all your soul and with all your strength"  (Dt 6:5, 10:12, 13:4). They knew full well that this was not possible unless the people knew that they were first loved gratuitously by God, without any merits of their own (Dt 7:7 f.). They knew the long history of sin; but they also knew the search and encounter with Yahweh, beyond personal and historical sin and failure (Dt 4:29-31, 30:6 ff.). They tell us the same in the central point of their whole work, namely, the consecration of the Temple by King Solomon: "When they sin against you (for there is no man who does not sin)..., if they turn back to you... and entreat you... listen to them in your heavenly dwelling. Forgive your people their sins" (1 Kgs 8:46-51). He goes on to beg God not to abandon them, and that "He may incline our hearts to Him, to walk in all His ways" (1 Kgs 8:58). And thus, "all the peoples of the earth will know that Yahweh is God and there is no other" (1 Kgs 8:60), a text that reminds us of Deutero Isaiah (Is 45:5 f.) and of the poem of Mount Zion already referred to.

4. TEXT FOR COMMUNITY REFLECTION: Jer 7:1-28

This is one of the most clearly Deuteronomistic texts of the book, since it contains almost all of the stereotyped formulas of that School, which is also that of Jeremiah's disciples. Hence there is no doubt as to his substantial historicity,  backed by the other biographical account in ch. 26; but it is overlaid with the voice of an Exilic reflection  on the warning that went unheeded and the threat already accomplished. Jeremiah was quite sure of his words, since they were the Word of Yahweh (26:15); but the redactors already know that "this is the nation which does not listen to the voice of the Lord, its God, or take correction" (7:28). It seems that we only learn by our own mistakes, and have to undergo personal and historical limit-situations, to hit rock bottom, in order to learn.

The frontal attack on formalist worship is almost the softest task; more deep-seated is the attack on false religious security  (however orthodox and traditional it might seem). Yet still deeper and worse is the ideological use of religion and worship to justify and keep practicing exploitation and crime.  This is the gravest kind of "taking the Name of the Lord in vain," since it comes to taking the Name of the Lord falsely, thus leading "the Name of God to be blasphemed among the Nations" (Ezk 36:20-22; Is 52:5; Rom 2:24). Vatican II, speaking of atheism, reminds us of the awesome responsibility and impact that we, as Christians --along with those of other religions-- have on the atheism and even antitheism of may persons of good will who are thirsting for justice (GS 19).

Worship without justice is worse than an opium:  it is self-deception, which may be what Jesus meant by the hypocrisy of the "blind" who say that they see, or what Paul means by "sin" par excellence, over and above concrete sins and failings. For this, the prophets intercession is of no avail, nor can God pardon it, for this is that "blasphemy against the Holy Spirit" which will never be forgiven (Mk 3:29). In contrast, the practice of justice will lead God "to repent of the evil he had intended against the sinner" (Jer 18:8 ff.; 26:3,13). Working for peace, the fruit of mutual justice, and the option for solidarity with the poor, the orphan and the widow --all the marginalized persons in our society, namely, the majority of the Third World-- will assure us of the permanent presence of God among us and the realization of a new society.
As missionaries, we must denounce the thousand faces of God disfigured by false or deficient religious practices, especially those that take place in our Mother Church and in our own institutions and persons. But above all, we must announce the true face of God, present and acting in the thirst for justice and in works of mercy, mysteriously present in any brother or sister in need,  and graciously active in any of those "blessed of my Father" who practice justice, whether or not we recognize them as "children of your Father in heaven" (Mt 5:43-48; 25:31-45). As John Paul II reminded us not long ago, it is these poor majorities who are going to judge history.

We will have to keep putting the "service of the Word" ahead of the cultic and even the sacramental dimension. We will have to practice justice ourselves and encourage the practice of justice and mercy in this midst of this individualistic world. It is the Word of God that leads human beings to know the love and forgiveness of God, that shows them the possibility of conversion and asks them to be converted,  that enlightens their way toward obedience. It is not the Grace of God in a worship that is sacralized in an autonomous way, but rather, a worship that is united to an ethical demand, especially in regard to our neighbor in need, Only with this kind of orthopraxis will we in truth be God's People, the seed of a new society and of the Kingdom that is yet to come.


STUDY HELPS

NEW TESTAMENT RESONANCES

Although Jeremiah is seldom cited in the NT, its longest OT citation is taken from Jer 31:31-34, and is found in the Letter to the Hebrews (Hb 8:8-12 and 10:16 f.). The author uses it to stress the superiority of Christ, "Mediator of a new and better Covenant"  sealed with his own blood "once and for all" (Hb 8:6; 9:11-28). The text cited from Jeremiah has a tone of reproach (cf. Hb 8:8), since "in speaking of a new covenant he treats the first as obsolete. And what is becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to vanish away" (Hb 8:13). Few times has the break of continuity between the OT and NT been marked so strongly as in this letter; and it is done using the corresponding cultic rites and theology. However, rather than a break, we should speak of newness and fullness, of culmination and definitiveness, of eschatological finality.

This is how the whole primitive Church understood it, fir it saw itself as the "true Israel" and the "holy Remnant," the seed of the Kingdom and the continuer of the cause of the Crucified and Risen Lord who is present in it through the power of his Spirit. This begins with the gift of faith and Baptism which introduces us into his Paschal Mystery, but which is constantly nourished by the Body of Christ which keeps incorporating us into Him. According to the most ancient tradition, it was Jesus himself who instituted this rite and explained it as the "New Covenant" in his Blood (1 Cor 11:25; Lk 22:20), although Mk 14:24 and Mt 26:28 speak simply of the "Covenant in my blood," which is poured forth not for just a small remnant, but "for all." The "newness" will be given fully in the Reign of God,  where there will at last be a new wine, given at a table around which many will be gathered from the east and from the west (Mt 8:11); but it was in some way begun with the presence of the "Bridegroom" among human beings (Mk 2:18-22; Jn 2:1-12).


THE "REMNANT" IN THE PROPHETS
1. The "remnant" was initially used in a negative context, in oracles or threats of chastisement, to the effect that not even a remnant or barely a remnant will be left  (cf. A, 1:8, 3:12, 4:11, 5:3, 6:9, 9:1; Is 6:13, 7:3, 10:20-23, 14:22, 15:9, 16:14; Jer 11:23, 25:20, 47:4 f., 50:26 and others). These refer to the survivors  of a catastrophe, which affects Israel or other peoples.

2. In the period of the Exile, it began to refer more specifically to what would remain as a remnant of the People of God after the terrible divine judgment on them  (thus in Jer 8:3, 15:9, 21:7, 44:7). But the remnant soon began to be theologized in a positive sense, as recipients of the grace of election in history and in prophetic promises for the future. They are the "faithful Remnant," although the stress is more on God's fidelity than on any effort of their own (Jer 31:7, 31:10; Ezk 5:10, 11:17 ff.; Is 46:3, 49:21, and even in the collective figure of the "Servant of Yahweh").

3. Connected with them, there was a historical-theological dispute as to who constituted the "authentic remnant": the "exiles" or "those who had remained in Palestine."  Ezekiel decidedly inclined toward the former --among whom he counts himself-- and so does the book of Jeremiah --and perhaps even the historical Jeremiah. This is also linked to the theme of the "New Covenant" (Ezk 14:21 ff., 33:24 ff., 36:26 ff.; Jer 23:3, 30:3, 31:3, 31:23 and above all 31:31-37 and all of Deutero Isaiah).

4. With the return of the exiles, and doubtless even before it, this problem was aggravated, since the "returnees" regarded themselves as the authentic elite, heirs of the promises with all its rights. They came with juridical authority invested in them by the Persian Empire and, using the Law (=Pentateuch) as the national constitution, they set about restoring "authentic" Jewish worship and customs (Hg 1:12-14; Zec 8:6; Is 66:19; Zec 11:9, 13:8 ff., and perhaps Mic 2:12 f., 4:6-8, 5:6). In their eyes, those who had remained in Palestine, unfaithful to God and to His Law, were nothing more than a contemptible rabble, that accursed "people of the land," who do not know the Law (cf. Jn 7:49).


CLARETIAN KEY

THE DEATH OF THE PROPHETS
Father Claret strove to encourage the missionary, Theophilus: "Persecutions are so inevitable for missionaries, that they are a sure sign by which they can judge whether they are sent or not, since there has been no exception to this rule up to the present... All the Prophets sent by God were persecuted: 'Was there ever any prophet whom your fathers did not persecute?' (Acts 7:52)'" (SSW, p. 422).

"Therefore, you should recall what the Prophet Isaiah says: 'In quiet and in trust your strength lies' (Is 30:15). Strive on in silence, then, working and waiting for the Lord to dispel the tempest. And if persecution grows too severe, move on to another city (cf. Mt 10:23), but never give up or abandon your ministry or mission (cf. 1 Tim 4:5), because the enemy is only trying to scare you like a frightened child. Happy are you if you suffer to the death!" (SSW p. 425).

The Constitutions encourage us to be steadfast in preaching, despite persecutions" "We must faithfully and boldly proclaim the good news of the kingdom, especially since there are many, led astray by the lure of power, wealth or lust, who oppose it (1 Jn 2:16; 1 Cor 2:1-7; Acts 4:18-21)." (CC 46).

The prophet's mission is always dangerous. Setting oneself on God's side, in a world that rejects or denies the Covenant, has its consequences. Once again, the last General Chapter reminds us of this: "We often experience difficulties in our ministry, because transmitting a message of annunciation and denunciation in conflicting situations of unbelief, injustice, alienation or death, is always a dangerous and risky business. Jesus was the "Martyr of the Word," and it was precisely for this reason that he could not be silenced. The history of our Congregation, beginning with our Father Founder himself, is rich in martyrs" (SW 17).


SITUATIONAL KEY
1. New Covenant, universal and ecological.  The passion for God and for the people aroused in Jeremiah a passion for the Covenant: a "New Covenant" for a "new beginning" that was both universal in scope and ecological. We (both in society and in the Church) are living in situations of crisis and of new ecological awareness, with campaigns, movements, groups, and spiritual and theological discoveries... Modern militants and indigenous peoples who live in a quite genuine covenant with earth, sun, forests, animals... Peoples, cultures, religions. Are there reflections here of a "Jeremian ecology"? There is a desire for a return to the promised land from the threat of the extinction of life in our "defiled land," toward the new beginning of a covenant among all living creatures on earth to save life itself. Isn't this an occasion for the prophecy of an "inner return"? of a conversion to the "original God" through conduct in keeping with the Covenant: universal and ecological justice and fraternity, cutting short ambitions that "defile the earth" ("circumcision of the heart"). From Covenant to New Covenant, to the "new and better Covenant" in Jesus (Heb 8:6) -- it is always God who calls and brings us to return.

2. From exiles and captivities.  In the drama of displaced persons, John Paul II has denounced one of the great tragedies of our world. In the refugee camps of Thailand, he cried out: "It is repugnant and monstrous that so many human beings should have to leave their land for reasons of race, ethnicity, religion, violence or misery." They go from one "defiled land" to another "defiled land" because of our mortal lack of solidarity. Everywhere they go, they are too much: they are literally "dis-placed," that is, "out of place." Moreover, there are exiles and captivities at home, in our own land, affecting insiders as well as outsiders. The anti-covenant forces are fragmenting humanity throughout the world. Each one of us, or each community, can draw our own map of "displaced persons" in our own environment. What is the Spirit saying to each of the Churches from the midst of all these places of exile and captivity? What challenges is the Spirit setting before the prophetic mission of our different pastoral ministries?

3. Worship without justice.  This was one of Jeremiah's great sufferings. And one of the most insistent denunciations made by the Conferences of Bishops of different continents is that generalized and flagrant injustices exist side by side with religious worship and practices, even in societies that are largely and publicly Christian! The divorce between faith and life begets a sluggish faith and produces shocking situations of injustice. What is the situation in our own particular Church, and what challenges are there to the prophetic mission in that context?

4. The greatest challenge to hope.  Hope is a stand one takes in history. And in Jeremiah we see that prophetic hope takes a stance for the displaced and excluded, for the evicted, for the "have nots"; because the Lord of history is the God of those "without rights or goods" the God who cherishes those who count for nothing. The boldness of prophetic hope lies in its taking a stance in a world whose history runs in the opposite direction. The prophets "see" those with whom God is. What is our "vision" and that of most Christians in our societies? In the ranks of those who live and work in and for solidarity, there are believers and non-believers who have historically experienced the value and potential of the poor and the outcast. They "see" the "victory of the vanquished." They are daring, indeed, but none of them is as daring as Jesus, the "Prophet powerful in words and works."


EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. It can enlighten and stimulate our own vocational commitment to see how Jeremiah fused his love for God and for the people in his commitment to a prophetic mediation of the New Covenant. Do I feel that I am fundamentally --in all things, but most of all in the service of the Word-- a bearer and mediator of the New Covenant in the mercy of the God of Jesus? Do our missionary services produce or encourage small historical advances in the great process of this Covenant? Are we rallying and forming "allies of Jesus" around his universal life-project, allies who are faithful to the ethical demands of the Covenant?

2. The "universal" and "ecological" aspect of Jeremiah's prophetic ministry, as well as his taking a stand for those held in contempt, can make us think about new thrusts for the universality of our own prophetic mission. We need to be open to the ecumenism of prophecy in the spheres of the universal and ecological Covenant: to all nations, all cultures, all religious and secular creeds: a macro-ecumenism in service of life, focused, therefore, on the weak and the poor. Where do we find the center of our own prophetic ministry?

3. In my own personal life have I experienced some form of internal or external "exile" or "captivity"? To what extent have we been affected, either personally or as a community, by the drama of some sort of "displaced persons" (immigrants, refugees, the homeless)? Do we feel and refer --to God and to the world-- the sorrows and hopes of the people? It would not be an exaggeration to say that we, too, ought to be feeling and uttering some "new lamentations" and "new hopes." 

4. The oracle on the Temple (the community reading of this theme in Jeremiah) concerns us existentially by reason of our charism. We might take it up in a prayer of discernment or conversion: to examine before the Lord how we are responding in our daily ministries to the duty of purifying worship with the prophetic Word. This text can bring us to Jesus, to his position on worship and his own practice regarding the Temple.


COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading of the Word of God: Jer 7:1-28

3. Dialogue on Theme 8 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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