
The Fourth Thursday of Lent Reflection 3/26/2020

FIRST READING: Exodus 32:7-14
A reading from the Book of Exodus:

The LORD said to Moses, “Go down at once to your people whom you brought out of the land of
Egypt, for they have become depraved. They have soon turned aside from the way I pointed out to
them, making for themselves a molten calf and worshiping it, sacrificing to it and crying out, ‘This is your
God, O Israel, who brought you out of the land of Egypt!’ The LORD said to Moses, “I see how stiff-
necked this people is. Let me alone, then, that my wrath may blaze up against them to consume them.
Then I will make of you a great nation.” But Moses implored the LORD, his God, saying, “Why, O LORD,
should your wrath blaze up against your own people, whom you brought out of the land of Egypt with
such great power and with so strong a hand? Why should the Egyptians say, ‘With evil intent he brought
them out, that he might kill them in the mountains and exterminate them from the face of the earth’?
Let your blazing wrath die down; relent in punishing your people. Remember your servants Abraham,
Isaac and Israel, and how you swore to them by your own self, saying, ‘I will make your descendants as
numerous as the stars in the sky; and all this land that I promised, I will give your descendants as their
perpetual heritage.’” So the LORD relented in the punishment he had threatened to inflict on his people.
The word of the Lord.

RESPONSORIAL: Psalm 106:19-20, 21-22, 23
Remember us, O Lord, as you favor your people.
Our fathers made a calf in Horeb and adored a molten image; They exchanged their glory for the image
of a grass-eating bullock.
Remember us, O Lord, as you favor your people.
They forgot the God who had saved them, who had done great deeds in Egypt, Wondrous deeds in the
land of Ham, terrible things at the Red Sea.
Remember us, O Lord, as you favor your people.
Then he spoke of exterminating them, but Moses, his chosen one, Withstood him in the breach to turn
back his destructive wrath.
Remember us, O Lord, as you favor your people.

GOSPEL: John 5:31-47
+ A reading from the holy Gospel according to John:

Jesus said to the Jews: “If I testify on my own behalf, my testimony is not true. But there is another
who testifies on my behalf, and I know that the testimony he gives on my behalf is true. You sent
emissaries to John, and he testified to the truth. I do not accept human testimony, but I say this so that
you may be saved. He was a burning and shining lamp, and for a while you were content to rejoice in his
light. But I have testimony greater than John’s. The works that the Father gave me to accomplish, these
works that I perform testify on my behalf that the Father has sent me. Moreover, the Father who sent
me has testified on my behalf. But you have never heard his voice nor seen his form, and you do not
have his word remaining in you, because you do not believe in the one whom he has sent. You search
the Scriptures, because you think you have eternal life through them; even they testify on my behalf.
But you do not want to come to me to have life. “I do not accept human praise; moreover, I know that
you do not have the love of God in you. I came in the name of my Father, but you do not accept me; yet
if another comes in his own name, you will accept him. How can you believe, when you accept praise
from one another and do not seek the praise that comes from the only God? Do not think that I will
accuse you before the Father: the one who will accuse you is Moses, in whom you have placed your
hope. For if you had believed Moses, you would have believed me, because he wrote about me. But if
you do not believe his writings, how will you believe my words?”
The Gospel of the Lord.
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Both of these readings have some curious implications. The first reading from Exodus tells the
story of the golden calf. Moses went up Mount Sinai to spend time alone with God. Apparently
he was there for a long time. God had fashioned two stone tablets, decreed the Ten
Commandments and inscribed them on the stones. Why were there ten? God wanted the
people to carry the commandments close on the tips of their fingers. Why inscribe them in
stone? They haven’t changed since God decreed them. Why did it take so long? Moses chose to
remain in the presence of God.

While this was going on, the Hebrew people molded a golden calf to be an image for God. They
said, “Here is your God who brought you from Egypt!” Why would they mold a calf? There are
two reasons. In the Oriental Institute in Hyde Park, there is a huge stone image of a young bull
with wings and a head of a bearded man. It is called a lamassu, a Summarian protective deity.
That’s the area from which Abraham was born. The Egyptians had a great devotion to the Apis
Bull. The bull was the son of the Goddess Hathor and was sacrificed to her then reborn. Both of
these were part of the cultural milieu out of which the Hebrew people came. The calf was also a
fertility symbol. The lamassu was also the origin of the Cherubim, God’s fierce defenders. When
we say “Lord of Hosts,” Hosts are not talk show hosts, but God’s armies of Cherubim. The irony
of this incident comes later, in Exodus, when God instructs Moses and Moses, in turn, instructs
the people to build the Ark of the Covenant, which is to house the two tablets of the ten
commandments, with two Cherubim on the lid.

We know the situation is very bad because of the reversal of roles in Moses subsequent
dialogue with God. God refers to the Hebrew people not as his, but as Moses’ people. God also
says that Moses led them out of Egypt. Where this is at face value true, the reality was God was
truly the responsible one. It seems as this is all the fault of Moses. God wants to kill them all
and raise up a new people for Moses. Moses is one of the people. They are actually God’s
people. Moses shows that he is more merciful, compassionate, forgiving, patient, reasonable,
peaceable and loving than God. That’s absurd. This reversal of roles is likely literary ploy, for the
WRATH OF GOD has a more powerful impact than the wrath of Moses. This story also
reinforces the First Commandment, “I am the Lord, thy God! Thou shalt not have strange gods
before me!” To this day, images of God are banned in Judaism. Moses reminds God of the
covenant thus dissipating God’s wrath. This has some powerful implications for what Jesus says
in the Gospel.

John’s gospel has Jesus stating who he is and showing how true it is based upon testimony. The
Baptizer, John, testified that Jesus is the Messiah. Jesus works, the signs he performed, testify
to his identity. Jesus comes from the Father, John’s testimony comes from the Father and faith
in Jesus comes as God’s gift. Those who believe testify as well. There are always those who do
not believe. I always have to ask, since we, as Christians believe, that Faith is a gift from God, do
people refuse to believe, or, more gently put, return the gift to God? Is it possible that God has
not yet given the gift of Faith to them? I know all the arguments about free will and all that, but
St. Paul states that all is a gift and all is a grace. I believe in a God who has an infinite amount of
compassion for us and that each human being, created in God’s image and likeness by God, is
God’s Beloved.



Jesus also states that it will be Moses who will accuse people who don’t believe. This is the
same man, in the first reading, who showed more mercy than God! This is a most interesting
situation. What was Jesus thinking and intending? Was he setting this saying up as an
adversarial threat or something else? These are good and challenging questions. One can
answer yes in good conscience. Saying, “yes,” can set up a situation of judgment by someone
other than God.

I say this all the time. I would rather rely on the compassion and mercy of God in judgment than
in mine. I have a limited capacity for mercy and compassion. Sometimes I have trouble forgiving
others, preferring to hold on to my outrage, victimhood and anger. I am only human. I am
convinced that if I wielded the power of God, I would have condemned every one, including
myself, to everlasting torment in the fires of hell. All anyone would have to do to verify my
assertion, is to drive with me on the expressway in rush hour.

We all know family members, acquaintances or friends whose behavior or seeming lack of faith
leaves something to be desired. I know that I fall into that category too. For that matter so do
you. We are all fellow travelers through this life. We are, all of us, in God’s arms. I try, not
always successfully, to place others into God’s loving embrace. I also think that Moses, in the
first reading, showed us how to do just that. He took a minute to step back, take a deep breath,
remember God’s relationship with each of God’s people and let God, not Moses, be God.

Each one of us has a relationship with God and each of us has responsibility to God as well. In
Faith I am responsible to God for my actions, attitudes and living life. I am not responsible for
anyone else’s. We are responsible to care for others not control them. Hopefully, we can all
give witness to God’s presence in our lives in the way we do care for one another.

I hope this reading finds you well and social distancing is not social isolation. May we all rest
together, though separated by at least six feet, in groups of less than ten as we continuingly
wash our hands, in the arms of God.
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